Valparaiso University

ValpoScholar
The Cresset (archived issues)
12-1992

The Cresset (Vol. LVI, No. 2)
Valparaiso University

Follow this and additional works at: https://scholar.valpo.edu/cresset_archive
Part of the Arts and Humanities Commons, and the Public Affairs, Public Policy and Public
Administration Commons
This Full Issue is brought to you for free and open access by ValpoScholar. It has been accepted for inclusion in
The Cresset (archived issues) by an authorized administrator of ValpoScholar. For more information, please
contact a ValpoScholar staff member at scholar@valpo.edu.

l N

N AT I V 1 T AT E

D 0 M I N I.

Ad tertiam Mij[am. Introitus.

his":-&
P
a::- _____......._____._
----~~::Ei::f-i!=i:t:•=t-::!.-S:::;~::J

. ~-·=ta!•~t!~~
u.-;-;-~;.~;ill~o-

::i

fi.

li- us da- tus eft no- bis:

l:::::::::t IIi --~=t:•·t=ii=i=+=•i!~i . .
p-a:_:::===:::1=--'--====±==:::1=:l .
r

'u-jus.iro-pe·

ri- um fu- per

hu-

-

1::.---!:+=!i..!Cwi:+!•:t!=!~:!=!:r~

t::=--t=-----·------~:±--'"j
. ;me-rum ejus : & \'O· ca- bi- tur ·.
m :t=-.•-··-=---+=i!=•~._:;s::~-:1
f;::--..
•-+----t-111--- :--l
:-;;.-~c; e- jus -7~-ni-"Z~1~ fi--

. H~
1 :;~~~~~.-o-:=:ki~~
~~-_tl_.ut:=_j
li- i

' An-

ge-l us. Pj: CatHa·

!?51~%-!~
te Domino can- ti • cum no· vum :
--~W-.~,-~:j-·1§·
-_...,.____
- - - ::;:::....:..-+-=
IC•a·
----,.

\

qui· a mi- ra· bi-

li- a

fc- cit.

--~~3f:··•·a···-·----~
~-+·-- ------- -~
-·
_a::•a::.-

==--==- ========

t ..Gloria P.4td. Sx-cu-lo-rum.Amcn.J.4..

!

.

fesset

Valparaiso University
Valparaiso, Indiana 46383

AlAN F. HARRE, Publisher
GAIL McGREW EIFRIG, Editor

December 1992 Vol. LVI, No.2
ISSN 0011-1198

Contributors
3
4
11
14
15
20
24
26
28

The Editor I IN LUCE TUA: DECK US ALL WITH BOSTON, CHARLIE
Frederick A. Niedner,Jr. I THE JUDAS FACTOR: HANDUNG THE BIBLE'S HATREDS
Walter M. Wangerin, Jr. I A BRIGHT ANNUNCIATION OF ANGELS
William Eifrig I DECEMBER'S COVERS: PUER NATUS
Richard Wienhorst I I LOOK FROM AFAR AND LO I SEE (Music)
Edward N. Santurri I FROM THE CHAPEL: CHRISTIAN THEOLOGY AND FRANK SINATRA
Charles Vandersee I LE1TERFROM DOGWOOD: EN-NOBELED
MaureenJais-Mick I MUSIC: LITURGY STYLES OF THE RICH & FAMOUS
RenuJuneja I THE NATION: TRIBALISM OR HUMANISM?

Departmental Editors

Advisory Board

Richard H. W. Brauer,

James Albers
Richard Baepler
James Caristi
Christine H. Lehmann
Alfred Meyer
Arlin G. Meyer
Frederick A. Niedner,Jr.
Mel Piehl
Mark Schwehn

Art Editor
Thomas D. Kennedy,
Book Review Editor
Rene Steinke,

Poetry Editor
Jane Layman
Ralph Klapis

Copy
Business Manager
Wilbur H. Hutchins

JN

NATIVITATE

D 0 MIN I.

.Ad tertiam Mijfam. Introitus.

.!~=~~~~~:t:•a~~~~~

P

U- er

na- tus ell: no-bis, &

~=!::JJi=~=!:t!=l~~i~~~

THE CRESSET is published monthly during the academic year,
September through May, by the Valparaiso University Press as a
forum for ideas and informed opinion. The views expressed are
those of the writers and do not necessarily reflect the
preponderance of opinion at Valparaiso University. Manuscripts
should be addressed to the Editor and accompanied by return
postage. Letters to the Editor for publication are subject to
editing for brevity. The Book Review Index and the American
Humanities Index list Cresset reviews. Second class postage is paid
at Valparaiso, Indiana. Regular Subscription rates: one year $8.50; two years-$14. 75; Student subscription rates: one year- $4;
single copy- $.75. Entire contents copyrighted 1992 by the
Valparaiso University Press, Valparaiso, Indiana 46383, without
whose written permission reproduction in whole or in part for
any purpose whatsoever is expressly forbidden.
2

fi-

.
~-

li- us

da- tus eil:

no· bis:

-:::::+-11-11•!~•
=t=i-+-m=•-t:--•i!~~-11 ·+..;:;;_.___
-· + --- ---- -....___ --'-----------

___

'u-jus.im-pe· ri· un1 fu- per lm·

_

f~f~!--~;±!!t:~~~~-+-~t:~
. ,ne~rum

c-

jus : & vo- ca- bi- tnr

Professor William Eifrig of the VU Department of Music gives an
extended caption for this month's covers on page 14. The music represented
here comes from the pages of an 18th century French Graduale in the Rare
Book Collection at Moellering Library, VU.
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INLUCETUA
Deck Us All with Boston, Charlie
I hope that you are not looking to The Cresset for an
incisive analysis of the recent election. I'm still trying to
recover from realizing that my vote went to a person who
named his child Chelsea. Possibly you doubt that such a
perception belongs in the category of analysis at all, but
think about it. This is the first presidential election in
which I have voted for a candidate younger than I, an oddly
exhilarating experience of passing the torch to the next
generation. And good riddance. Awash in the glow of
post-electoral goodwill, people are likely to say anything
about the poor old Republic, and I am willing to say, "God
bless it." (If the present interpretation of the Constitution
still allows that sentiment.) Finding that I have spent most
of my life being respectful of my elders, I now begin to see
that my next years will be characterized by giving way to
these youngers. They aren't that much younger, but they
are that much more certain of themselves. I wish them
well, even the local ones, and even if they do give their
children peculiar names.
0

This Cresset should delight in a variety of ways, but not
in poems or book reviews. I hasten to say that such a lack
does not mean that we are without good examples of both,
but only that page exigencies this month simply didn't
work that way. Next month, more poems and book reviews.
(And see page 23 for news about the january issue and the
VU campus-wide observance of Martin Luther King Day,
January 18, 1993.)
The lack of book reviews formally gives the Editor a
chance to indulge a desire to praise certain books from a
year of reading. Odd that while reading is solitary, one
wants very much for others to share the pleasures a given
book provides. Some outstanding books from my year's
reading: Annie Dillard's The Living, (fictionalized history of
the people who lived and died to make the Northwest what
it is today); Toni Morrison's jazz, (another view of the
Harlem Renaissance, from underneath); Graham Swift's
Ever After, (love, death, academe and acting in matchless
prose by the author of Waterland); Anne Tyler's St. Maybe,
(possibly the best religious fiction from the last ten years);
Rosellen Brown's Before and After (a nice middle-class family
confronts the fact that their seventeen-year-old commits a
November 1992

brutal murder). In the category of non-fiction but not
strictly history, Simon Schema's Dead Certainties (how do
you get Montcalm, Wolfe and Parkman into the same
history?) In political/social books, Garry Wills' Lincoln at
Gettysburg (Lincoln remade America in only 270 words).
In religious matters, I especially liked Walter Wangerin's
latest, Mourning Into Dancing (an amusing title given the
trauma of the dancing controversy of my youth in the
Missouri Synod), and a little book by William Willimon and
Stanley Hauerwas called Preaching to Strangers: Evangelism in
Today 's World. Other suggestions, in no particular category,
Pilgrim's Progress, which I taught this semester for the first
time, and found just as wonderful as about 300 years worth
of Christians said it was. And, if you are interested in
understanding Japan, toss out the books on management
style and get hold of an essay, published in book form,
called In Praise of Shadows, by an early twentieth century
writer named Tanizaki.
Buy a copy of Robert Siegel's book of poems called
In a Pig's Eye, and have a reading party with some friends of
all ages. Do it properly, with popcorn and cider, a fireplace
if possible. Promise yourself this year to watch no versions
of Christmas Caro~ but to read it, and then decide whether
Larry Hoffman is right to say that it represents the
"triumph of the capitalist ethic as a general good for one
and all." This comment comes in a very good essay on
being a Jew at Christmas in this month's Cross Currents,
along with some other essays encouraging us to think
seriously about Christmas and its meanings.
However you come down on the McK.ibben-Halpern
suggestion of spending no more than $100.00 for your
celebration, may you have some books under your tree,
and enjoy them heartily. One of my strongest Christmas
memories is from the year my father bought for my mother
about 40 or 50 used books, and we girls wrapped every one,
and then watched her exclaim with pleasure over The Last
Days of Pompeii, Middlemarch, The Deerslayer, The Heart of
Midlothian-on and on. We all read in and at those books
for years. I'd have some changes for today's readers, but I
still believe that much blessing comes to us when the
wisdom and folly and joy and sorrow of all those people
becomes ours in the books we love. There must be some
reason why God chose to communicate with us in the
Word. Merry Christmas!
Peace,
GME
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THE JUDAS FACTOR:
HANDLING THE BIBLE'S HATREDS

Frederick A. Niedner, Jr.

I grew up among good people-kind, generous people,
hardworking people. But thanks to the Cold War, I also
grew up in a world filled with enemies. Because my town
was only 60 miles from the SAC headquarters in Omaha,
Civil Defense people came one day and gave all the
children in my school a card which displayed silhouettes of
military aircraft-Soviet on one side and U.S. on the other,
with a phone number to call if you ever saw a plane
matching a silhouette on the Soviet side. So we watched
the skies, looking for enemies. My school also had a Civil
Defense physical fitness program. We had to be able to
run 600 yards without stopping. We were told that such a
capability would be critically necessary should our region
be invaded by Soviet ground troops. As I ran my 600 yards
I would imagine a Russian soldier with a bayonet right
behind me. My world was filled with enemies.
There were other polarities at work among those
kind, generous people, other ways to distinguish between
Us and Them. It wasn't just the Civil Defense folks who
had brought cards to town which distinguished between
good guys and bad guys. And it was exceedingly important
that we good guys were right and the others were wrong.
Virtually everyone in my town was either Lutheran or
Catholic. I knew parents of both kinds who did not attend
their own children's weddings because they were married
in the other church. (I was back a few years ago and found
two new institutions, a Baptist church and a Pizza Hut,
which probably means they've loosened up a bit.) Suicides
were never allowed a church funeral and were buried in
separate sections of the cemetery, along with unbaptized

Frederick Niedner is a rrum!ber of the Department of Theolog;y at
VU, where he has taught Hebrew and Biblical studies for aver 15
years. On the occasion of his promotion to Full Professor last year,
Professor Niedner delivered this Inaugural Lecture. He is the
author of numerous articles on Biblical texts, and is engaged in a
long study of New Testament texts and the jewish community.
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babies. Even in death we did not want to be among such
types. My world was made up of the saved and the
damned. And we knew the difference. I was taught at
school that some of the Catholics might end up in heaven,
but it would only be because they secretly defied their
wicked pope and priests and believed Lutheran doctrine,
or else they accidentally and unknowingly believed
Lutheran doctrine, and would make it. You may think I am
joking. I'm not.
But at least the Catholics were better off than most of
the rest of the world. We had something called a "Mission
Festival" every year. We would have our church service
outdoors and hear a guest speaker, usually a missionary
home from the mission fields on furlough. I still
remember one of those sermons almost word for word, it
concerned me so. "Ifyou lined up the entire population of
China," said the missionary, "and put them in one long
column four abreast and a single pace apart, and marched
them off a cliff, the column would never end. That's
because there are so many people in China, and they are
multiplying so rapidly. And," the missionary continued,
"they are all going to hell, every last one of them, because
they are not Christians. And it is your fault, actually,
because you don't give enough money to send more
missionaries." Even as a boy I wondered why anyone would
want to do that (march all the Chinese off a cliff, that is).
But even more, I wondered about God, condemning all
those millions and millions to hell. It seemed God was
occupied with a whole lot more damning than saving.
My world was filled with enemies and with the
damned. And always, the certainty of the damnation could
be plainly traced to the Bible. Every time someone got
baptized we heard the proof. The rite included Mark
16:16-"The one who believes and is baptized will be saved;
but the one who does not believe will be condemned."
Just as the Civil Defense card identified the silhouettes of
Soviet planes, the Bible gave us the silhouettes for
identifying the damned. We got pretty adept at that.
I left home at age 14 to begin the schooling which
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would make me a pro. But along the way I fell among
people who blurred the silhouettes on the pages of my
Bible. There were teachers, fellow students, the writings of
Abraham Joshua Heschel, and the Christian people of
Memphis, Tennessee, where the hospital chaplains'
directories listed Lutherans under "others." I've been
sorting out the consequences ever since.
A single story which tells of that blurring process must
suffice. While a seminary student I became fast friends
with my paternal grandfather, who lived in retirement not
far from the seminary. Most every Friday afternoon I went
to his home, and he would tell me stories. One day he told
me of a sad burden he'd been carrying around for some 60
odd years. He'd graduated from the same seminary in
1910 and not long after was assigned to a small parish in
Atchison, Kansas. Only a few weeks after he arrived a
young woman of the congregation was killed at a railroad
crossing as she returned home from a dance. In the
sermon he preached at the young woman's funeral, my
grandfather said pretty much what the seminary faculty had
trained him to say in those circumstances. He told the
church full of family and friends that the young woman
had probably gone to hell because of where she'd been
that night before the accident, and that should be a lesson
to the rest of them. My grandfather was as close to tears as
I've ever seen him as he told me how often since then he
wished he could go back and find that family and apologize
to them for what he had said about their loved one,
because they likely believed him, though he did not believe
himself any more.
One of the ways I see my work is that I try on behalf of
my grandfather to find that young woman's family, and all
the others like them, and help them see that the
silhouettes which identify the damned are not so clear as
some would have us believe. I'm a seeker after the
damned, and I worry about enemies. I re-read the Bible,
and I blur the silhouettes. I try to handle the Bible's
hatreds, both those which are properly its own, and those
which it soaks up from elsewhere when those with a need
to condemn someone pour their enmity into the vessels of
its stories, its poems, its tracts.
The Bible has plenty of its own hatred. Some of it
sticks out in obvious and unsettling ways, like the ending of
the otherwise poignant and beautiful Psalm 137:
Remember, 0 LORD, against the Edomites the day of
Jerusalem's fall, how they said, "Tear it down! Tear it down! Down
to its foundations!" 0 daughter Babylon, you devastator! Happy
shall they be who pay you back what you have done to us! {9}
Happy shall they be who take your little ones and dash them
against the rock! (Psalm 137:7-9)
One entire book of the Hebrew canon-Obadiah-is a
curse against the Edomites.
The house of Jacob shall be a fire, the house of Joseph a flame,
and the house of Esau stubble; they shall bum them and consume
December 1992

them, and there shall be no survivor of the house of Esau; for the
LORD has spoken. (Obadiah 18)
Moabites and others fared no better and are cursed
repeatedly in various works of the Hebrew Bible. Even
some of the jokes they told about the Edomites and
Moabites got saved. "How dumb is an Edomite?" Look at
Genesis 25:29ff., the story of hungry Esau, ancestor of the
Edomites, giving away his birthright for a single portion of
soup. "Big, dumb belly servers!!!"
"And the Moabites, do you know where they came
from?" Check out Genesis 19, the story of Lot's daughters
getting him drunk on successive nights and lying with him.
"Children of drunken incest! That's who the Moabites
are." I doubt that's how the Moabites told their own
children the story of their people's origins.
You don't hear a lot of people picking up these
stories and preaching against Edomites and Moabites these
days, but we still pray the psalms, and it's a common
experience to be chanting from the Lutheran Boolt of
Worship and suddenly hear yourself singing something like
Psalm 139:19-22:
0 that you would slay the wicked, 0 God!

You that thirst for blood, depart from me.
They speak despitefully against you;
your enemies take your name in vain.
Do I not hate those, 0 Lord, who hate you?
And do I not loathe those who rise up against you?
I hate them with perfect hatred;
they have become my own enemies.
We chant that in worship where children are present,
and in so doing we introduce them to a world full of
enemies, and we teach them to hate. It's instructive to
note how often the Psalms speak of enemies, and how
often those enemies are described as animals, beasts, and
monsters of various sorts. That's a tragic remnant of a
piety which arose in a world which was most always at war,
and in wartime we always dehumanize and demonize those
on the other side. It helps keep us from going crazy when
we kill them, and their babies, and their old grandmas who
are too frail to flee from us.
In my perception the Christian New Testament
carries similar toxins and creates for its readers a world full
of subhuman enemies. The reason for this is simple. The
entire New Testament was written during a time when
Christianity was a tiny, persecuted minority, and the history
of such groups demonstrates that they always see the world
as polarized, with humanity easily divided up between Us,
the righteous bearers of truth, and Them, the willfully
wicked demons. No one put it more bluntly than the
author of Revelation:
Blessed are those who wash their robes, so that they will
have the right to the tree of life and may enter the city by the
gates. {15} Outside are the dogs and sorcerers and fornicators and

5

murderers and idolaters, and everyone who loves and practices
falsehood. (Revelation 22:14-15)
We hear Paul say of those who opposed him in the
argument concerning circumcision of Gentile converts in
Phil 3:2, "Beware of the dogs, beware of the evil workers,
beware of those who mutilate the flesh!" and in Galatians
(5:12), "I wish those who unsettle you would castrate
themselves!"
Perhaps the most acrid bitterness which permeates
the New Testament comes from the terribly painful split
between the early Christians and their fellow Jews who
simply could not see in Jesus the Messiah of Israel. The
pain and anger of that ripping apart of communities is still
palpable in a majority of the New Testament's documents,
and the toxins which that anger generates in literature
which is already very powerful have helped to cause
unspeakable suffering among Christians who had no one
to help them learn how to handle containers of ancient
poison.
I have often wished that Christianity's canon would
not have gotten closed when it did so that it might have
contained works which were not written in the heated
situations of persecution and schism. How, for example,
might Matthew's gospel read if Matthew had had time to
cool down from his righteous anger? But we'll never know,
and I'm not a part of the movement which proposes
replacing the Bible with something cleansed of hatred,
patriarchy, and intolerance. I use several other methods of
handling the Bible's hatreds.
The first of the damned whom I set out to find was
Judas, the one who is so much a hated enemy in our
tradition that we still remember him and what he did every,
single time we gather to do our sacred things and we tell
again how "Our Lord Jesus Christ, on the night when he
was betrayed, took bread." I began to search for Judas some
years ago on a Saturday afternoon in the springtime. I was
still working on a sermon for the next day on John 13:3135, the account of Jesus giving his new commandment to
the disciples as they gathered for the last time together
before his death. "Now," Jesus told them, "you must love
one another as I have loved you." Something troubled me
as I wrestled with that text and I did not know what it was
until that afternoon I heard a student vocal group in the
Valparaiso Union sing a program which included some old
spirituals. As the group sang the chorus to one of those
songs, "May the circle be unbroken, by and by, Lord, be
and be," a wave of grief flooded over me and I finally
understood my turmoil. The paragraph in John's gospel
which contains the new commandment begins, "When he
Uudas] had gone out, Jesus said, 'Now.. .' " Now things
were different. With a traitor out there, one of us who is no
longer one of us, now is the time for a new kind of love.
We don't know who it is, only that he or she is one of us.
"Is it I?"
I began to wonder if any of those first disciples tried to
find Judas. I think the author of the Gospel according to
6

St.John did not go looking for Judas, for he refers to Judas
frequently in disparaging ways, most summarily as "the son
ofwaste," or "the son of annihilation" (John 17:12). I think
the author ofJohn meant for us to hate Judas and all those
who might behave as he did. But in that first search I
invoked a method of handling condemnation which I had
learned from Martin Luther via my teacher, Robert
Bertram. "When facing God, and particularly God's
judgment, it is always fair to quote God against God,"
Luther had told Bertram, and Bertram told me. In the
case ofJohn's condemnation ofJudas, I quote John against
John, or rather, John's major character, Jesus, against John.
John may think Judas is the Son of Worthlessness, and he
may want us to do likewise, but Jesus said that from now on,
particularly now that we have traitors in our company, and
for all we know we ourselves might be among them, we
must learn to love as he did. I do not believe Jesus hated
Judas.
I went looking for Judas in Matthew, thinking
Matthew must also have condemned Judas and I would
have to use the same tactic I used in John. Every
commentary I could find on Matthew treated the Judas
references in the traditional way, assuming Matthew saw
Judas as a damned traitor and suicide. I thought I would
have to cite Matthew's Jesus against Matthew. The Sermon
on the Mount would do: "Love your enemies, and pray for
those who persecute you."
What happened instead is that I discovered Matthew
was possibly way ahead of me. I learned this by employing
a method I'd learned in part from feminist scholars whose
work I knew from publications and professional meetings,
people like Phyllis Trible and Elizabeth Schussler-Fiorenza.
While here at Valparaiso to deliver the Gross Memorial
Lecture a few years ago Trible described her method of rereading texts by using the analogy of Jacob's wrestling with
the mysterious night stranger. When the stranger pleaded
for release from the struggle at daybreak, Jacob responded,
"I will not let you go until you bless me." For a feminist the
idea is to wrestle with a text until it reveals a sensitivity to or
in some way accounts for women's experience of God, of
the world, of being a human being. For me, the wrestling
must go on until a text reveals a sensitivity to or an
accounting for an enemy's humanity, and his or her
experience of God and the situation we all share.
I'd been struggling with Matthew for a long time and
had known about Matthew all my life. Every time some bad
situation arose in the church which my pastor father
served, I'd hear the adults talk about how they were going
to "Begin the Matthew 18 process with the person." That
refers to the chapter in which Jesus explains what a
community should do if something happens which
threatens to break it up.
If another member of the church sins against you, go and
point out the fault when the two of you are alone. If the
member listens to you, you have regained that one. {16} But
if you are not listened to, take one or two others along with
The Cresset

you, so that every word may be confirmed by the evidence
of two or three witnesses. {17} If the member refuses to
listen to them, tell it to the church; and if the offender
refuses to listen even to the church, let such a one be to
you
as
a
Gentile
and
a
tax
collector.
(Matthew 18:15-20)
That was the method Lutherans used so as to settle
internal disputes within congregations, districts, and
synods. It always sounded like a serious, high-stakes
judicial proceeding to my ears as a kid. But one day while
preparing to teach a session of my Jesus & the Gospels class
here at Valparaiso I noticed that the verb at the beginning
of the procedure, consistently translated into English as
"tell him his fault," is really an intransitive verb which
means to "speak convincingly." The original text,
therefore, does not specifically indicate the content of the
speech suggested by the use of that verb.
Once I realized the procedure was not designed as a
blaming ritual, I took another look at the end, which
clearly says that if the alienated party cannot hear the
convincing speech of the entire gathered community, then
that one should be treated as a tax collector and a Gentile.
Which sounds pretty bad, and pretty final, unless you ask
whose model for relating to tax collectors and G
en tiles one employs. If you use Jesus' own behavior as
model, the words mean that the members of the
community are going to be spending a lot of time going
out to dinner in strange restaurants. Matthew 18 can be
read to suggest that the community must restlessly seek out
those who have become enemies until they are reconciled.
I also knew that Matthew was very much interested in
just how far forgiveness stretches, how big a sin can be
forgiven, since he reports that Jesus once said everything
can be forgiven, including speaking against the Son of
Man, and only blaspheming the Holy Spirit launches one
outside the reaches of forgiveness (Matthew 12:32).
Moreover, Matthew recounts Peter's question regarding
how often one must forgive, and Peter's estimate of seven
times. Jesus' answer was 70 times seven, of course.
Absolution's embrace in Matthew is broad and quite
insistent. So, I began to figure that Matthew must have
gone after Judas, and after wrestling with Matthew's
Passion Narrative I learned that, sure enough, he did.
Matthew made Judas and Peter test cases for what
could be forgiven among the early Christians. Peter was an
example of a lapsed individual, someone who had denied
the faith under threat of persecution. Judas, of course, was
the example of a traitor. Could such be forgiven? The
peculiar way that Matthew describes both Jesus' death and
Judas' death offers the clue. In Matthew there are two
Jesus figures in the final scenes-Jesus Barabbas, and Jesus
called the Christ (Mathew 27:15-23). At the behest of the
crowds who are led on by the priests, Jesus Barabbas is let
go, never again to be heard from. The other Jesus is taken
to be slaughtered, his blood spilled. It is a reenactment of
the ancient ritual of the atonement, in which the priests
release one of two identical male goats, and it will leave,
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never to be seen again. The other is taken and
slaughtered, and its blood splattered about for the
cleansing and forgiveness of the people (Leviticus 16). At
the end of the Barabbas scene, Matthew says, all the people
cried out, "His blood be on us and on our children."
That last piece of text is an example of one which
hateful people have used in terrible ways, and the Bible has
in this case soaked up much poisonous enmity and been
made to justify centuries of persecution of Jewish people,
and pogroms, even death camps. But it is really a part of
an atonement ritual, and ironically, the blood of Jesus in
the atonement sacrifice Matthew depicts forgives all on
whom it falls, including those who speak against the Son of
Man.
It was already too late for Judas, however. Judas had
tried to seek absolution for what he'd done. He'd
repented and gone to the temple to confess his sin and
give back the money, which is just what the Torah says one
is supposed to do in such a case (Leviticus 5:14-16). But
the priests did not do their part of the ritual, which was to
absolve him. Instead they refused him, and he went out
and hanged himself. The priests took the money and
bought a field for burying strangers, which became known
as the "Field of Blood." All this, Matthew says, took place
to fulfill a piece of scripture in Jeremiah about setting the
price of a field at 30 pieces of silver. Except that as
Matthew well knew, that piece of scripture is not in
Jeremiah, but in Zechariah. But by mentioning Jeremiah,
Matthew reminds us that there was a field in Jeremiah's
story, too, a field full of enemies, Babylonian soldiers,
which the imprisoned Jeremiah bought from his cousin in
much the same way that some people have bought junk
bonds and the Brooklyn Bridge (cf.Jeremiah 32). Only he
did it on purpose, knowing full well what the situation was.
And he said the field was a sign of hope. It would not be a
field of enemies forever.
Remember that, Matthew means to say, when you
think of the Field of Blood bought with Judas' blood
money. Think about whose blood it was that bought that
field, and about what it would mean to be buried in that
bloody field. And think about Jeremiah's field of hope,
once full of enemies, but no more. Is there hope for
Judas? Can God have him back, beyond the bounds of
space and time, despite Judas' failure to forgive himself
and our own inability to forgive him? I believe that
Matthew hoped so.
I have searched for other enemies and outcasts. I
joined a search already in progress a few years ago when I
was privileged to team-teach a course on biblical narrative
with my colleague Gail Eifrig. The combined eyes and
hearts of Gail, myself, our students, and Robert Alter,
author of our single secondary text (The Art of Biblical
Narrative), happened upon another of the gospel of John's
outcasts, the Samaritan woman who meets Jesus at a well
and converses with him about thirsts of many kinds, and
about living water.
The Samaritan woman in that story was clearly an
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outsider in many ways. Just being Samaritan made one less
than truly human in the Biblical world. Moreover, she'd
been married two more times than the three which Torah
allows, and currently lived with someone outside of
marriage. The commentators do very little in the way of
bringing her into the family as they probe the meaning of
John 4, preferring to talk instead about baptismal imagery
and other things that have to do with Jesus. Though he
does not discuss texts outside the Hebrew scriptures,
Robert Alter helped us all to see that this Samaritan woman
plays the role of the Bride of Christ in John 4. After all,
every other important Hebrew ancestor had met his
betrothed at a well. Rebekah met Isaac's representative at
a well, Jacob met Rachel at a well, as did Moses and his
wife. And all the stories have the same structure into which
different combinations of details are placed. John 4 shares
the exact same structure. It's a classic "betrothal at a well"
type scene. We should have been looking for one all along,
since at the end of John 3 we hear John the Baptist explain
that he, John, is not the Messiah. No, he is only the Best
Man. "The Bridegroom is at hand, I can already hear his
voice," says John (John 3:25-30). Then comes the woman
at the well scene. But we never noticed until now that the
Samaritan woman in the story takes on the role of Jesus'
betrothed, the bride of Christ. Maybe we never noticed
because she was one of Them, and she was a used woman.
So, I had a new way to find enemies and bring them
back to the table. You could re-read texts which seemed to
abandon folks and cast them into enemy status by reading
those texts in the contexts of other, older stories which
they to some extent parallel. And the parallels can take
many twists and turns, pointing to surprises and reversals
which the reader would hardly expect.
Keeping an eye out for things like this made me
bump into an old enemy the other day in a story I'd read a
million times, only this time I found a whole new way in
which he is my enemy, and maybe, like most of the other
enemies, he is also me. I was sitting with my colleague Walt
Keller and our Deaconess homiletics class, studying
together the story in Luke 15 which we all call "The
Prodigal Son," and I began to see things in that story I'd
not noticed there before, things which now connected that
story to an account in the Hebrew Bible which Gail Eifrig
and I had read closely with the students in our team-taught
course.
In recent years I've focused mostly upon the father in
the Luke 15 story, and on the reason why he acts the way
he does when the younger son comes up the road to
confess his sin and ask for a place in the servant's quarters.
"...while he was still far off, his father saw him and was
filled with compassion; he ran and put his arms around
him and kissed him." (15:20) Compassion in the Bible's
languages is a motherly thing, it is "to womb" somebody, to
remember his or her days in one's own womb. So what the
father saw when he looked down the road was not the
young prodigal, but the toddler he'd once taught to walk
on that same road. And of course he ran, and embraced,
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and kissed that boy. He wombed him, as best a father can
do. I think the parable says that's how God's eyes work.
God sees each one of us as a child having come from God's
own womb and God finds the loss of a child, any child,
in tolerable.
But I have known for a long time that there are
enemies in that story, and that there are ways of reading
that story which were meant to rub salt in the wounds
which the enmity exposed in that story has caused. For
one thing, Luke reports this parable as being directed to
people, Pharisees and scribes, who were allegedly quite like
the older brother in the story. It seems to put the older
brother and those like him in some category of the
criticized where they may rightly be left as outsiders.
I must admit that I have thought of this parable pretty
much in that way, having, as a Lutheran I suppose, always
found my place in the parable as being with the wasteful
prodigal, despite my being an oldest child and having
assumed that the younger ones consistently had it easier
than I. So I have joined the consensus of commentators
and used this story to do my share of Pharisee-bashing. By
means of my reading I have meant to prick those I thought
resembled the older brother. I checked my files and found
one old study of this story in which I pointed out how the
older brother, in my words, "trumped up the charges"
about what the younger brother had done while away,
introducing the accusation that he'd spent the money on
whores. I went on to wax Freudian and actually accused
the older brother of projecting his own secret lusts onto
the younger brother.
British commentator J. M. Creed, whose work was a
standard in my student days, ups the stakes and the scope
of the parable's potential for making enemies:
Luke's interpretation of the immediate intention of the parable is
given by his opening verse: the younger son represents the
publicans and sinners, and the elder brother the self-righteous
Pharisees. And this no doubt is true to the mind and attitude of
Jesus. It was a natural extension of the original idea that the
younger son should be taken to mean the converted pagans and
the elder brother the Jews." (1 97)
Creed goes on to say that Marcion, a gnostic who
sought to eliminate all possible features of Christianity
associated withJudaism, accepting as canonical none of the
Old Testament, and of the New Testament works only the
Gospel of Luke and the letters of Paul, excised this parable
from his version of Luke, probably because he inherited
and assumed this interpretation. "He [Marcion] was
unable to allow that v. 31 could describe the attitude of the
Father of Jesus Christ to the people of the Old Covenant"
(Creed 197) . Verse 31 quotes the Father as saying to the
older son, "Son, you are always with me, all that is mine is
yours."
Marcion's need to purge this story from Luke is an
important clue to some elements of this story which those
who need to have and to keep the Pharisees as their
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enemies must find some way of overlooking or overruling.
Marcion perhaps saw in the father's promise to the older
son, "You are always with me," an echo of the strong
tradition of God's promise of faithfulness to Israel which
Marcion sought to banish from the Christian community's
collective memory by eliminating the entire canon of
Hebrew scriptures from his own canon.
But what I have attempted to demonstrate in the
preceding discussion is how impoverished and even
wrongheaded our readings of the Christian New Testament
can be if we read its stories apart from the context of
narratives, oracles, and poetry of the Hebrew canon.
Except for Luke 15:31, Marcion could have made the story
of the two sons fit with an important narrative theme which
winds its way through the Torah and Deuteronomistic
History. Over and over again a younger brother supplants
an older brother, and the proper order of the birthright is
reversed.
It begins with Cain and Abel. In anger at God's
apparently capricious disregard for Cain's offering, the
older brother murders the younger. The older brother is
cursed and banished, and though Abel does not
immediately claim a birthright, he would take an important
place in later Jewish apocalyptic as the first of all martyrs,
the one called ben adam, son of Adam, Son of Man, whom
God would one day send to collect the blood of all the
martyrs so as to return it to God. The theme continues
with Ishmael and Isaac, sons of Abraham. The firstborn
Ishmael is banished, along with his mother, and Isaac
carries on the family line. lshmaelites become enemies.
Isaac's twin sons are Esau and Jacob. The story goes that
Jacob tried to win the race from the womb, but lost. With
the help of his mother's favor and cunning, however, he
outsmarted both his brother and father and won the
birthright and the family blessing. Esau 's people, the
Edomites, become a hated enemy.
OfJacob's sons,Judah, the fourth in line, receives the
blessing, as his three older brothers have discredited
themselves. Reuben lay with his father's concubine,
Simeon and Levi carried out a massacre. And this very
same scenario is played out the next time the matter of
succession became critically important. Who would follow
David as King in Jerusalem? Solomon, a son well down the
list, would succeed, after Absalom slays Amnon for the rape
of Tamar, and Absalom dies at the end of his failed coup,
and the Lord slays the first son whom Bathsheba, the wife
of Uriah, bore to David. There still remained Adonijah,
second born only to Absalom, and at first he takes the
throne. But Bathsheba contrived with the frail, dying
David to take the throne from Adonijah and give it to her
son, Solomon. And soon Adonijah, too, was dead.
Such is the way things seemed always to go in Israel,
and as the Deuteronomistic Historian makes so very clear
in his account of this last sleazy episode, it goes that way
because of the Lord's doing. The Lord loved Solomon, so
the Lord devised to have Absalom slain and Bathsheba's
first son fall to illness. Marcion and anybody else who
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wants to could invoke all those stories as part of the context
of Luke 15. Yet again, the younger brother has supplanted
the older, and receives the birthright, the symbolic ring,
the coat of the favored one. And the older brother is left
out. I tend to agree with J. M. Creed that Luke may well
have thought this is what the story says. I say that because
the structure of Luke, and its accompanying volume, the
Acts of the Apostles, and many themes in those two works,
seem to treat Judaism as something best left behind. I can
imagine that Luke saw in the story a divinely ordained
succession of the repentant, baptized, pagan, pig-eater over
the observant but apparently intolerant Pharisaic Jew as the
rightful heir to the birthright in the economy of God's
household.
However, there is another story of two brothers in the
Hebrew canon which bears certain similarities to the story
in Luke 15 which are striking enough to give pause to
anyone who would follow Marcion in writing off Judaism,
and also to anyone who would make an enemy of someone
who fits the description of the older brother in Jesus'
parable. In Exodus 32, a story which usually goes by the
name "The Golden Calf," there is a story of an older and a
younger brother, one of whom goes away for a while and
comes back, and one of whom falls into disgusting
decadence. Once again we hear one brother disclaiming
relationship with the other, and furious anger when the
righteous brother approaches the homesite and hears
music and revelry.
Luke 15 is in many ways a reverse of Exodus 32. Once
more it is the younger brother, Moses, who leaves, but it is
the older who abandons the father, as it were, by setting up
something else to represent God. At the beginning the
people take off their rings, while in Luke the returning son
has a ring put on his hand. A calf is an element of the
party which occurs in each story, and both are consumed,
though one is a sign of idolatry and is ingested as part of
punishment, the other marks the joy over return of a loved
one thought dead. In Exodus 32 it is first the righteous
brother who pleads with the father on behalf of the
prodigal, asking forgiveness and restoration. "These are
your people, whom you brought up from Egypt," Moses
reminds God (32:11). And God repents. God forgives.
But then, on his way down the mountain, Moses hears
the music. "When he saw the calf and the dancing, Moses'
anger burned hot." He destroyed the tablets he got from
God, he destroyed the calf, and he organized the tribe of
Levi, whom you will recall were veterans of this kind of
work, and organized a massacre which killed 3,000 of the
revelers. Then, strangely, Moses goes back up the
mountain to beg for forgiveness for the people whom
Moses himself could not forgive but whom God has
already, at Moses' behest, forgiven. God responds by
withdrawing his presence and sending a plague on
everybody involved. There is misery now in the camp, not
revelry. But God still talks to Moses, away from everyone
else, somewhere outside the camp.
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The abundance of similar details and the reversal of
themes in these two stories seem to me enough to suggest a
connection between them, and an attempt on the part of
the storyteller in Luke 15 to remind listeners and readers
that there are many complicated issues here, and perhaps
in all the older-brother, younger-brother stories. The
distinctions which the story makes are not so neat and
simple as they might first appear. Who is the good guy and
who is the bad guy in Exodus 32? Who is the good guy and
who is the bad guy in Luke 15? Who has the right to make
an enemy of the other kind of brother in either story?
It seems to me that I and others like me have fallen
prey to a common human habit here, and we have often,
like Marcion and maybe even Luke himself, poured poison
on Jesus' story and used it to generate enmity. In the end,
at the heart of both Luke 15 and Exodus 32 is God, the
loving, vulnerable parent of the two siblings and the
communities they represent And at the end of each story,
God is removed from the party which God meant to attend.
So God goes on through the rest of Exodus outside the
camp, at a distance, talking to Moses, at the very least trying
to get his bride home, to the land of promise.
At the end of Luke 15, we do not find the father
rejoining the party, leaving the older brother outside. No,
the story ends with the father outside, at a distance from
the party, talking with the older brother, explaining
himself. He does not go back in. Every commentator I've
ever read says the story was meant to make the Pharisees
and scribes uncomfortable, to push them out just a bit
from the position they allegedly took in relationship to
God and to others. And that may be so. However, I am
also sure the Pharisees understood the ultimate point of
the story and affirmed it, because at its heart it is a
Pharisaic story, which, given Jesus' relationship to the
various forms of Judaism in his day, should not surprise us.
The Pharisees taught that the reign of God would never
come, or the apocalyptic tradition's wedding and feasting
would never happen, until everybody, or at least all the
Jews, would just once keep a single Sabbath. That is, it
would not happen until just once, everybody left off trying
to accomplish things and change the world, and put down
all their pretenses and for even a single moment gave
thanks to God for life and recognized life and the world as
God's sheer and undeserved gift. Then, at last, would
come the party. Any Pharisee who heard Jesus' story of the
two sons would have understood that truth about life and
would have known that for the moment the party could not
go on, or at least God could not attend, until both brothers
could sit down and give thanks together.
I am well aware of all the New Testament parables
which tell of parties which end up as great reversal scenes,
with street people on the inside and the invited guests not
only on the outside but cast into outer darkness, where
they weep and gnash their teeth. Nevertheless, I set out
here to blur the silhouettes, which leaves me with an
unsettled ending to this talk. And as one who has grown
up with silhouette cards, that unsettles me, but it is
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necessary, at least for my own sake, that I do this. What I
can say for certain is only this. First, the story of Moses and
Aaron and God and the golden calf reminds us, as we hear
the story of the father, his two sons, and the killed fatted
calf, that no story of two sons, two siblings, two traditions, is
a simple story, with one side right and the other wrong.
Second, God seems the outsider in the two stories I have
studied here, with only the obedient, observant son to talk
to for now. And third, the older brother, the Pharisee, is
not an enemy. He is human. He is one of us. And he is
not written out of the story in Luke 15. He is no better or
worse in the father's eyes than his brother. He is still God's
son, even as is the younger, wasteful one who clearly has his
own problems learning what is deserved and what is not
deserved.
And finally, as long as we keep on finding ways to
spread the Bible's hatreds and poisons, and until such time
as we can leave off polluting its stories with our own
bitterness, the party will not happen. And even should
someone declare the party begun before everyone has
come in, it just could be that God will wait outside. 0
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A BRIGHT ANNUNCIATION OF ANGELS
Walter Wangerin, Jr.

The announcement by the angel Gabriel to the virgin
Mary that she would conceive in her womb a child, a son,
whom she should call "jesus," must recognized as a singular
event and altogether unique. It happened once. It will
never happen again. There was but one Christ, one such
holy and virginal birth, one Son of God only. Gabriel could
not have made the same announcement twice.
But I wish he would.
Once only did Jesus gather flesh within a human
womb, bone and brain and the mild eye and a hand so
small that the spike one day to pierce it was wider than it
and longer than the little arm. Brutal metal, banged into
shape by hammers on harder anvils-that spike was, in
those baby days, still far away. This infant was a tissue knit
in love in Mary's deepest, sweetest interior. This baby grew
in a warm sea, in Mary's amnion, under Mary's gentle
attention, under Mary's two hands as she felt his heel travel
the equator of her waist and she smiled and she closed her
eyes and she loved him.
All this but once.
Therefore, Gabriel's particular prophecy of the Holy
Spirit's "coming upon" such a one as this, his prophecy that
"the power of the Most High will overshadow" her, and
then the woman's own obedience, "Let it be to me
according to your word," all can have occurred but one
time too.
But I genuinely wish that it might be again.
And that I might be that woman.
I beg a bright annunciation of angels!
I plead an indwelling of the Christ -in me, in this
particular body and spirit, this standing dust, this Walter
Wangerin, Jr.
Walter Wangerin, Emil & Elfrieda Jochum Professor of the
University, teaches theolof!:Y, literature and writing at VU. In
addition to preaching and lecturing, Wangerin continues his
highly successful career as writer. His latest book, Mourning into
Dancing, has recently been published by Zondervan.
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I, too, would bow and in a perfect submission
murmur, "Unto me according to your word." With God
shall nothing be impossible? Then where are the angels? I
beseech a pregnancy of my own-and the stunning song of
an angel to say so!
This-as close as one who was not there might know
the private moment-is what happened:
A young woman is attending to some common thing
in solitude, her head bent to the labor, intent, alone, but in
no wise lonely. Perhaps she's patting dough. Praying.
Marking the ground in the courtyard with her index finger,
meditating.
Perhaps her hair is undone and hanging like a veil
around her head, and in her hand a comb, and in her
mind glad thoughts of the future: she is betrothed. She
soon shall marry. The man's name is joseph, a just man by
public repute, a kind man in her own estimation, a man
obedient to promptings of the Lord. Well, and if she is
indeed lost in such thought, then she is happy. An
uncomplicated life, a calm, predictable future.
Look: just at the corner of her mouth a small smile
sits. But suddenly light streaks the air around her.
Astonishment steals that smile. Her eyes begin to rise-Dazzling, perfectly silent flashes of lightning are
striking all in one place, causing above her the face of a
glorious being whose raiment is whiter than snow.
Bathed in radiance, here is ... (there can be no doubt
of this, though one may never have met such another
messenger before, may never before have seen these
supernal powers of the Deity) ... an angel!
The angel Gabriel has come from God to a city in
Galilee named Nazareth, to a virgin in that city: Mary.
It is particular in place and time and person, an
experience at once both human and divine, ever thereafter
to be pondered by the heart of that human.
An experience: Mary can scarcely look at the angel,
for he is one who stands in the presence of God. But Mary
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lifts her eyes nonetheless and looks, because her nature,
however obedient, is also straightforward.
Mary's a bold one.
The angel speaks: "Hail, favored woman! The Lord is
with you."
Favored? Favored? Mary is startled by the word. What
does that mean? Who is she that the Lord should look at
her? She frowns and bites her bottom lip.
Gabriel makes an immediate rustling sound, as
though he were solid and had moved his arms and the
luminous fabric had brushed itself. He raises his arms to
gesture comfort. "Don't be afraid," he says. He calls her by
name: "Mary," he whispers, "you have found favor with
God. There is nothing to fear."
An angel of consolations! Concerned for her peace
even now. Come to declare God's outrageous plan for
taking people from darkness into light, yet Gabriel the
angel pauses to ease this maiden caught in his shadowless
glory.
And she is eased. She is not greatly afraid. But neither
does she rise or in any way move. She waits, wondering ...
And the angel says in an intimate voice, like an aunt
or a cousin, "Listen: you're going to conceive in your womb
and bear a son, and when you do you must name him
Jesus."
Something in Mary reacts to this. Her eyes and her
mouth contract around a problem, though her gaze
remains steadfastly in the light.
The flaming face of Gabriel now intensifies, and his
voice ascends to the sing-song rhythms of the grander
proclamation:
"He will be great!
He will be known as the son of the Highest!
The Lord God will give him
The throne of his father, David!
And the king and the kingdom,
This reign over Jacob,
Shall last forever and ever."
Mary-still not dropping her eyes from the lightmoves. She straightens up on her knees and lifts a finger
and signals a question: "Excuse me?"
The message of the messenger of the almighty God is
interrupted, and Gabriel's forced to stop the song.
Mary's not embarrassed. She's bold. Moreover, she
has common sense: "Excuse me, but how can this happen
when I've never known a man?"
Yep. A problem. Perhaps heavenly beings, lacking
bodies, do not understand the ways of the fleshy
reproductions and require, therefore, the instruction of
sensible maidens. Mary's willing to explain.
Or perhaps, regarding the heart of the virgin herself,
this promise is so wonderful that absolutely nothing should
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hinder it and every problem should be solved immediately:
A baby? A baby for me? A son, the Messiah? 0 God my
Savior, let it be-but how could such a thing happen after
all?
It is now that the woman's face takes something of the
angel's fire. Is she blushing? How deep goes the excitement
now? "Sir, how can this be-?"
And the angel answers again in song, singing of the
divine conceiving. Gabriel fills the place where Mary is. His
light allows no shadow of turning, no dimness in the Lord's
capacity to accomplish what he promises his people:
"The Holy Spirit will come upon you,
The power of God o'ershadowyou,
So the baby to be born of you,
Will be holy indeedThe Son of God!"
Now the angel softens the clustered lightning and
mutes his voice and matches sense for sense with Mary. He
speaks the uncommon thing in common language to a
woman whose concerns are both common and holy:
"Mary," he says (for all the world like an aunt or a cousin),
"even your relative Elizabeth, old as she is, has conceived a
son. This is her sixth month, though she was called barren.
Do you see? No promise of God shall be impossible."
The fire brightens in Mary's face. Delight and
excitement and faith and the world is changing, the whole
world is changing: A baby! A baby!
"Let it be to me," she says-since God's command
and her desire are one-"be to me according to your
word."
So the angel is done. So the bright light vanishes and
Gabriel withdraws and leaves her there.
So Mary ... what? Mary does what now? Covers her
burning face a moment, thinking? Raises her flashing eyes,
peering here and there at common things and seeing
nothing common any more since the glory of God that
brushed it all? Mary does what? Lifts her arms? Bursts into
laughter? Twirls her girlish self in a dance of ineffable joy?
A baby? The Mighty One has done something so
great"Oh, I have to tell somebody! I'm going to have a
baby!"
But before she ran to Elizabeth to share the joy, I
think Mary wept and laughed at once. I think she repeated
the promise again and again, not in doubt, but in wonder,
for the angel had spoken it and she had heard it in the
voice of an angelHoly is his name!
And so it was: Mary heard and saw and believed and
agreed and got pregnant.
And then the dear Lord was gathering flesh within
her.
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And all this happened but once for all.
I wish it could happen again.
I yearn for the bright, convincing, palpable appearing
of the angels before me-the experience itself in time and
space and particularity, as warm as real flame, the memory
forever. It is, perhaps, the child in me; and perhaps it's a
confession ofweaker faith to beg to see the connection; but
I wish I could. I want to meet the messengers of God, the
burning ministers of power and goodness.
But I never have.
I believe in the existence of angels. I do not doubt
that they are. They are. Gabriel, "Hero of God," first came
to Daniel in a vision as a man, revealing what was to come
in the Day of Judgment (how privy, then, to the mind of
God the angel was!) Gabriel came interpreting visions,
granting understanding and wisdom (how close, then, to
the human mind the angel was!)
Hosts of angels and various orders of angels attend
the mighty God. Even so did John the Divine record it in
his own Revelation, where seven spirits (archangels?) are
the means of messages to seven churches, where four holy
creatures wait upon the throne of God, where four great
angels preside at the four corners of the earth, powers of
the universe-and besides these there are myriads of
myriads and thousands of thousands praising the Lamb
who is worthy to receive power: angels! They crowd the
universe!
Well, and the Apostle Paul often refers to the
"powers," angels who, if not always congenial with God, are
yet beneath his governance. There are, too, the overtly
rebellious angels "who did not keep their own position but
left their proper dwelling." These, says Jude, "have been
kept by him in eternal chains in the nether gloom until the
judgment of the great day." I do not understand this. But I
believe it.
I believe in the complex, busy life of a spiritual world,
both good and evil, with God or else against God. I do not
pretend I could describe it, nor do I swallow wholesale the
descriptions of credulous people-kindly, pious people, to
be sure, but people imbued with a something besides the
sharp restrictions and careful promptings of Holy Scripture
and its proper interpretation. I recognize how much
folklore and human fear distort the truth of this invisible
realm. I recognize, truly, how transcendant the angelic
community is, how inaccessible to my created and prosaic
mind. I know that I cannot by my own reason and
strength-my art, my piety, and all my desire-rise to it.
And I maintain a healthy fear regarding such things-as well as an inexpressible fondness. I am glad that there
are angels. I move, I know, in a vast company of bodiless
beings, as one who walks among geese on an Alaskan coast.
Almost I can hear the whirr of their wings, the
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multitudinous alleluias, the grand cry of the hosts
declaring, Gloria in excelsis Deo!
Almost. Not quite.
No, not ever.
And I am sorry for the lack of it.
In my fleshly ear sits the silence of the mortal world,
the creation severed by sin from God, into which the Christ
was mortally born to save it after all.
But when that silence grows occlusive, grieving me;
when I feel most childlike, small and weak and lonely;
when flesh itself insists on attention, and I feel less and less
a spiritual being, more and more the mortal one-0 Lord,
then I wish I could hear the angels!
Is it faithlessness to desire Mary's experience? Finally,
no: I don't think so. Is it arrogance? No. Mary's position is
one of perfect humility. What then? Well, weariness. A
sense of the loss of the resource of self. Like Elijah,
traveling from danger to Mount Horeb and falling asleep
beneath his broom tree, it is the exhaustion of this flesh,
the fatigue of the created.
An angel restored that prophet with a touch and a
cake and a jar of water-twice. And in the strength of that
food, Elijah went forty days yet farther, forty nights to
Horeb, the mount of God.
Holy God, please do not blame me. Hear me. Help
your servant.
It is nearly the end of the year again. Grave winter.
With every year I am older, farther from infancy and the
sweet experience of first-faith and the brightness of the
child's Christmas. I'm tired. Laughter isn't easy any more.
Christmas is leaden. This coming of the Christ among us
has lost effulgence, and the sense of the angel's nearness
has receded deep into the past.
Even so, this world denies your name and refuses all
matters spiritual; and the mighty still hold their thrones,
and the low are low, and the hungry are hungry still.
Therefore, help your servant.
Lift me by an angel's touch and a little food.
Allow me, sometime, the light of the archangel-not
that I be snatched from this existence, but that I might the
more surely dwell here, assured of the growth of the Christ
within me.
0 let this heavy flesh be granted, yet in the flesh, a
little lightness.
Gabriel's radiance.
Like the angel who sat on the stone rolled back from
the tomb of the Lord.
Dear God, I beg an annunciation of angels.
Again, againAmen.
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The covers of this month's Cresset display four pages
from an eighteenth-century French book of liturgical
chants belonging today to the Rare Book Collection of
Valparaiso University. The small volume (10cm x 17cm;
605pp) has a long title, which translates:
A BASIC ROMAN GRADUAL, OR SONGS OF THE SUNDAY
AND FESTIVAL MASSES FOR THE WHOLE YEAR, ACCORDING TO THE ROMAN RITE, REVISED, EDITED AND
EMENDED BY FATHER DE LA FEILLEE.
This is, in fact, a collection of the choral music for
masses, the Propers and the Ordinary in plainchant. Its
size, the plain leather binding, and some casual computations of money sums in odd places suggest that the Gradual
was meant for ordinary choristers or, possibly, for the pious
pew-holder. John Faulcon printed the Gradual in Poitiers,
a center for 17th and 18th century ecclesiastical renewal
and reform. The quality of the printing is not high, the
paper quite common. In reproduction the 'joints" of the
type-face pieces are visible. The book is dated 1749.
Church approbation and royal privilege were given in
1746. How this nice bit of 18th century French Catholicism
found a home in a 20th century Lutheran university is a
question the librarians have not yet answered, though it
seems to have been acquired in the 1940s.
Page 28 (reproduced on the front cover) begins the
third mass for Christmas day. Puer natus est nobis is the
14

Introit antiphon; Cantate Domino canticum novum the Psalm
verse. Page 29 begins the Gradual for Third Christmas
Mass: Viderunt omnes finaes terrae salutare dei nostri. The
Alleluia is at the bottom of the page but continues on page
30 (rear cover): Alleluia. Dies sanctijicatus illuxit nobis.
Then, Offertory: Tui sunt coeli, & tua est terra, and the
Communion: Viderunt omnes... , the same text as for the
Gradual. At the bottom of page 31 can be seen the beginning of the Introit for St. Stephen's Day, December 26.
The texts and melodies for these choral chants are
ancient, at least a thousand years old now. Their influence
upon Western music is long, though often indirect. Puer
natus, however, is a melodic shape that must have been in
the ear of the composer of that Lutheran chorale, Lobt Gott
ihr Christen allzugleich. This French gradual bears the marks
of musical reform. M. Nivers, probably Guillaume de
Nivers (1617-1714), is credited with this "corrected" and
"improved" musical notation. The kyriale of this book contains several settings of the Ordinary. The one that
remained popular in France into the 20th century is the
Missa Regia by Henri Dumont (1610-1684). The pages of
the Dumont mass in our gradual show signs of frequent
use; the pages are worn and soiled by page-turning fingers
and the binding opens readily to page 553.
This issue of The Cresset holds within it one of the
most recent of musical settings for traditional liturgical
texts which stand in a tradition continuous since the 9th
century. Richard Wienhorst gives us his newly-imagined
sounds in accompaniment to the Advent I Responsory text.
He has not relied entirely on the printing press to communicate with us, however, but notated his music by the program Finale on his Mac LC.
The covers remind us that after nativity comes martyrdom. "To us a son is born," "All the ends of the earth have
seen the salvation of our God," "The day of sanctification
has enlightened us," and "Yours are the heavens and yours
is the earth" lead on the next day to "Leaders spoke against
me and sinners persecuted me." Perhaps this Christmas we
can try again to remember such uncomfortable juxtaposilions.
William Eifrig
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I LOOK FROM AFAR AND LO I SEE

First Responsory of Advent Sunday
in the office of matins

BY

RICHARD WIENHORST
Advent, 1992

Although it is relatively simple, this setting provides flexibility both in instrumentation and in the placement of performers. Thus, the
work may be performed as written, but it may also be done with unison and mixed choir, or it may be done by solo voice and a
keyboard instrument. When performed by solo voice and keyboard, the handbell parts should be doubled an octave higher
(according to the example in measure 38.) In addition, in those sections where four-part chant occurs, the keyboard accompaniment
plays the four -part harmony without articulating each syllable change in the vocal part. To vary the placement of performers one
may position the flute off stage for measures 1-6, or locate one choir in the chancel and another in the rear gallery in order to
exploit the acoustical dimensions of the church more fully . Richard Wienhorst
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I Look from Afar and Lo I See
First Responsory of Advent Sunday
in the Office of Matins

Richard Wienhorst
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CHRISTIAN THEOLOGY
AND FRANK SINATRA
Edmund N. Santurri
The following was originally delivered as a meditation for
chapel at St. Olaf College during Lent, 1992. The text for the day
was Luke 6:21 : "Blessed are you who weep now, for you will
laugh. " The musical composition from which Professor Santurri
takes his inspiration is the song "Here's to the Losers," written by
R Wells and]. Segal, arranged by Marty Paich and recorded by
Frank Sinatra on 31 July, 1963 for Reprise Records. Readers who
wish to keep their liturgical seasons straight may find that some
Lenten thoughts translate well to Advent. The Editor

Today's opening hymn, "Here's to the Losers," was
brought to you courtesy of Reprise Records and St. Olaf
College's FM radio broadcasting station WCAL. For those
who didn't know or couldn't guess, the performing artist
was Frank Sinatra. I think the song is reasonably interpreted as a musical meditation on jesus' beatitude, but I won't
expand on that interpretation here. No, I had two rather
different reasons for choosing this opening "hymn." First, I
want to talk this morning about Christianity as a religion
for losers, albeit in a sense that differs significantly from
that conveyed by the song and by Jesus' beatitude. That is,
I want to talk about Christianity as a religion for sinners.
Second, I want to focus my meditation on the singer of the
song, the man Frank Sinatra, a person whom I find to be a
particularly suitable subject of study given the topic of my
reflections this morning.

Professor Edmund Santurri leaches in the Department of
Religion at St. Olaf College. He asks that we include here the first
verse of the song (which captures the spirit of the whole) as it was
heard in the chapel that morning:
"Here's to those who love, not too wisely, no, not too wisely, !Jut too
well;
To the girl who sighs with erivy when she hears that wedding bell;
To the guy who'd throw a party, if he knew someone to call;
Here's to the losers.
Bless them all. "
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We are now in the season of Lent, and Lent is a time
for confessions. Accordingly, I have a confession to make.
In the past couple of years I have spent about two hundred
dollars on compact disc recordings of Frank Sinatra's
music. Certainly, there are other more honorable ways of
spending one's money than on Sinatra recordings, so I
confess my sin here to you today. Indeed, my passion for
Sinatra's music has become the source of considerable concern among family and friends, who strain to account for
my sinful obsession. For example, my wife Rachel, alluding
to the fact that Sinatra and I share the same national heritage, once suggested that it might be "the Italian thing"
that explains my interest in the man's music. My colleague
Gary Stansell, on the other hand, noting my fondness for
movies like Goodfellas and citing Sinatra's alleged connections with organized crime, once proposed that it might be
"the gangster thing" that explains my attraction. Well, in
all honesty my interest in Sinatra probably has something
to do with both of these things. But there is one other
explanation that ought not to go unnoted, and it is this: I
am inclined to agree with musical arranger Quincy Jones,
who once suggested (and here I paraphrase very roughly
from memory) that Frank Sinatra is quite simply the greatest American singer of popular music in the twentieth century. Certainly that aesthetic judgment ought to play at least
some small role in any satisfactory account of my interest in
Sinatra.
Many, of course, will quarrel with this assessment of
Sinatra's talent, but I'll resist the temptation to defend the
assessment here, except to note that my 5-year-old daughter Alissa, whose taste is impeccable, just adores Sinatra's
music. At any rate, when people express concerns about
my enthusiasm for Sinatra I don't think that the reservations typically have much to do with evaluations of his
music. Rather they have to do, I suspect, with evaluations
of his character. In this way of thinking, one should temper one's enthusiasm for Sinatra not because he is a bad
singer but because he is a bad man. I can recall, for
example, the reaction of one colleague on hearing that I
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was thinking about attending a recent Sinatra concert in
Bloomington, Minnesota. "He's a crook," was the immediate reply. Another colleague asked on the same occasion
whether it was really true that I was a Sinatra fan. When I
answered "yes," the response was: "Well, Ed, you do have
other virtues." What lies behind such reactions, of course, is
Sinatra's well publicized reputation for bad behavior. As
many of you know, Sinatra is widely characterized in the
media as the sort of individual whom respectable persons
aspire not to be like, a crude, self-indulgent man, three
times divorced, four times married and many times
liaisoned, one inclined to violent outbursts--nightclub fistfights and obscene verbal assaults on women newspaper
columnists--a man given to manic-depressive· oscillations
between acts of lavish generosity and profound insensitivity, a man who hob-nobs with political fat cats and mobsters,
indeed the man who allegedly introduced PresidentJohn
Kennedy to Kennedy's reputed White House mistress,
Judith Campbell. Needless to say, this is not a pretty picture, and it is a picture that prompts some to conclude,
understandably enough, that any attraction to Sinatra is
highly suspect.
Of course, one thing that Sinatraphiles like me are
inclined to argue in defense is that celebration of a man's
music is not to be confused with celebration of a man's
character, and certainly the distinction is observed in
other cases. After all, Wolfgang Amadeus Mozart and Jim
Morrison of the Doors were hardly paradigms of moral
virtue; yet that fact has not prevented scores of morally
respectable people from enjoying their music.
But for me there is a deeper issue raised by the bad
man account of Sinatra described above. The account
lacks complexity; it does not sit well with my understanding
of human nature. Certainly it ignores particular features of
the record that might force one to quality negative assessments of Sinatra's character, features brought out, for
example, in an essay published recently by social historian
Jon Wiener. Wiener's essay reminds us that in the 1940s
and 50s Sinatra took a number of courageous political
stands supporting civil rights for blacks and Jews in the
United States. As a result, Wiener argues, Sinatra's career
and reputation were severely damaged by a combination of
political and social forces. In infamous House Committee
on Un-American Activities hearings, for example, Sinatra
was alleged, on a number of different occasions, to have
ties with the Communist Party. These allegations were
never substantiated, and Sinatra consistently denied them.
Despite the denials and the paucity of evidence, gossip
columnists of the establishment press repeated the communist allegations and linked Sinatra's name with the Mafia,
basing the charge on reports of a J. Edgar Hoover associate
who wanted to nail Sinatra "because he was a 'pink'" (264).
Over the long haul, according to Wiener, the damage done
to Sinatra's name made association with him a political liability, and he was abandoned consequently by a number of
December 1992

liberal friends he had supported with time and a good bit
of money, people like John Kennedy and Hubert
Humphrey. In Wiener's analysis, the principal effect of
these events, ironically enough, was to push Sinatra to the
political right where he hoped to find some support after
having been abandoned by his former liberal comrades. As
time went on, Sinatra became more and more embittered,
giving expression to that embitterment with increasingly
outrageous displays of public behavior, particularly toward
women. In Wiener's own words, "Beaten down as an
activist leftist, his career destroyed by the right-wing press,
he made a stunning comeback, then found himself
snubbed and abused by the liberals whose views he shared.
Only then did he sign up with his old right-wing enemies ....
His turn to the right coincided with a deepened contempt
for women and his most offensive public behavior ever"
(263,269).
The point of introducing Wiener's account here is not
to suggest that Sinatra's early efforts on behalf of civil
rights somehow excuse bad behavior he may be guilty of in
other contexts, even if it is true that the political courage
he displayed early in his career puts many of us to shame by
comparison. Neither is the point to suggest that Sinatra is
simply a "victim" of the "National Security State," as Gore
Vidal proposes in his book jacket commentary on Wiener's
essay. No, the reason I cite Wiener's piece is that it introduces an element of ambiguity in the depiction of Sinatra's
character. Here Sinatra seems less like a tempermentally
volcanic Darth Vader, and more like a seriously flawed
human being who had some morally admirable instincts,
tried to act on them, paid a major price and then increasingly caved in to his worst instincts, indeed a human being
who "fell" (to use that theological term) partly in response
to a variety of political and social pressures. Again, I am
not talking about tragic victimization here, but rather
about a kind of complicity among worldly circumstances,
an apparently fragile psychic constitution and a deeply
flawed human will.
Now assuming for the moment that this relatively complex account of Sinatra's character is not too far from the
truth, how should Christians respond to the story of this
man? Please understand what I am asking. I am not asking
how Sinatra's life is to be judged given the canons of
respectability embraced by bourgeois society. We already
know what that judgment looks like. According to the
canons of bourgeois respectability, there are two sorts of
people in the world: those who are respectable in the bourgeois sense and those who are not. In this way of thinking,
Sinatra is not respectable and that's the end of the matter.
Sure enough, he might have done some good things here
and there, but he is, according to this view, fundamentally
not good. If he seems to repent and attempts to repair
damage done now and then, such penitential and reparative expressions must be read as paltry at best, as insincere
at worst. As for biographical reports, such as Kitty Kelley's,
that late in life Sinatra has returned to the Roman Catholic
21

Church, such reports must be dismissed as indications of
sheer hypocrisy-yet another close to death-bed conversion
(484-489). No, from the perspective of bourgeois
respectability, Sinatra is a man over and against whom honorable persons define themselves. To be saved is to be other
than Sinatra according to bourgeois society. But, again, I
am not asking for the judgment of bourgeois society. I am
asking how Christians should respond to the story of
Sinatra, and that is a different question, a question whose
answer requires, in my view, a more subtle account of
Sinatra than the account bourgeois society is inclined to
give.
As a way of making my point, I want to focus briefly on
another singer of songs, my favorite Old Testament figure,
David, King of Israel, God's annointed one. You 'II recall
that late in his career David gets himself involved in a sticky
situation. After sending his troops off to fight a war without him, the King seduces a woman, Bathsheba, who is
married to one of his soldiers in the field, Uriah. David
gets Bathsheba pregnant and, fearing the consequences,
engages in a variety of cover-up strategies. None of them
works, and he resorts to a drastic measure. He directs his
gangster-like military commander Joab to place Uriah in
the midst of the heaviest fighting so that Uriah will be
killed. Joab complies, Uriah is killed, David marries
Bathsheba, and God is displeased. The court prophet
Nathan is sent to convey God's displeasure, and Nathan
renders the divine indictment though a clever strategem of
his own. He tells David a story about a rich man in the
kingdom who has stolen a poor man's only lamb. King
David responds to this story with righteous indignation: "As
the Lord lives," David says, "the man who has done this
deserves to die; he shall restore the lamb fourfold, because
he did this thing, and because he had no pity" (I Samuel
12: 5-6). Then the prophet Nathan delivers the painful
blow: "You are the man," Nathan says to David. ''You are
the man" (I Samuel 12: 7). And Nathan proceeds to catalogue the details of God's indictment. Hearing the indictment, David repents: "I have sinned against the Lord," he
says (I Samuel 12: 13). Nathan pronounces God's sentence. Among other things, David's child must die.
Now I must admit that when I used to read this story my
response to David's painful exposure was almost invariably
the response of one committed to the canons of
respectability. What a self-righteous, hypocritical fool
David was, I thought. A man who has just committed adultery and murder expressing righteous indignation about
the theft of someone's lamb. Even David's expression of
repentance rang hollow. What else could he say? He'd
just been caught with his hand in the cookie jar. Yet, in
recent readings of the story it has been difficult for me to
sustain this reaction to David. I keep hearing now
Nathan's ringing indictment in the background, "You are
the man," "You are the man," and I begin to get this uneasy
feeling that I've been had, that I am the man, that the
joke's not just on David, but on me, the reader, that it is
the reader of the narrative who is the principal object of
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this ringing indictment. For this reason I think that Old
Testament scholar Walter Brueggeman is right when he says
about this sorry episode in David's career: "We sense here
that David's truth is not unlike our own" (61).
Now I can hear one or two of you in the congregation thinking: How can David's truth be "not unlike" my
"own"? That's preposterous. I haven't murdered anyone.
I haven't committed adultery (at least some of you can
protest along these lines). Oh, but do you who distance
yourselves from David in this way not recall jesus' Sermon
on the Mount? There Jesus proclaims "You have heard
that it was said to those of ancient times 'You shall not murder' ... But I say to you if you are angry with a brother or sister, you will be liable to judgment." Likewise, "You have
heard that it was said, 'You shall not commit adultery.' But
I say to you that everyone who looks at a woman with lust
has already committed adultery with her in his heart"
(Matthew 5: 21-22, 27-28). Given these sayings, are we all
that different from David? Yet even if we set these sayings
aside, the protest that one is unlike David will be difficult to
sustain given the logic of the narrative. Don't you see that
David could have responded in similar fashion to the
prophet Nathan's charge, "You are the man"? After all,
David didn't steal anybody's lamb, as far as we know, and,
even if some clever Old Testament scholar showed us that
he did, that's beside the point. The success of Nathan's
strategem depends on David's recognizing a commonality
between his own sin and another sin that differs from his
on the surface. But the very same logic that Nathan
employs against David, it seems to me, ought to bring
home to the reader the painful awareness of his or her solidarity with David in sin.
Indeed, it is an interesting feature of Christian scripture
generally that it plays this sort of trick on the reader time
and time again. To cite one other example, in the first
chapter of his Letter to the Romans the apostle Paul begins
his argument with a list of moral and religious indictments
against the pagan world: "Full of envy, murder, strife,
deceit, craftiness, they are gossips, slanderers, God-haters,
insolent, haughty, boastful, inventors of evil, rebellious
towards parents, foolish, faithless, heartless, ruthless"
(Romans 1: 29-31). Yet, almost as soon as the list is completed, Paul turns the tables on his non-pagan audience:
''Therefore you have no excuse, whoever you are, when you
judge others; for in passing judgment on another you condemn yourself because you the judge are doing the very
same things" (Romans 2: 1). Paul continues in chapter 3,
"Are we any better off? No, not at all ... as it is written:
'There is no one who is righteous, not even one" (Romans
3: 9-10). The sensitive reader of these. texts cannot but
come away feeling exposed, convicted. If the reader does
not feel exposed, does not feel convicted by these texts,
then the reader is just not reading very well. Indeed, I shall
go so far as to say more generally that if you have not ·experienced that David-like moment of painful self-disclosure,
that moment in which your indictment of another life is
The Cresset

turned back ruthlessly on you as an indictment of your own
life, then you are probably not in a position to comprehend fully the promise of the Christian Gospel. For the
promise of the Gospel is that through the death and resurrection of Jesus Christ humans will be saved despite the
persistence and pervasiveness of their iniquity. Christianity
is a religion for losers, and in the Christian account we are
all losers in the relevant sense, losers who stand in need of
forgiveness, who stand in need of redemption. With reference to our original subject, then, it is perhaps not outlandish to suggest that in the context of the larger
Christian narrative, the story of Frank Sinatra is best seen
as a painful reminder of our own corruption and the corruption of humanity as such. In our judgment of Sinatra,
the joke's on us.
"But," I hear someone protest, "certainly Christians
must be able to say more than this . After all, while
Christians believe that they are saved, in spite of their own
failings, by the grace of Jesus Christ, they also believe that
Christ's resurrection has created the possibility of a new
moral life. In baptism and faith, the old self dies and a new
self is born. Christians are radically transformed by the
power of the Holy Spirit and receive thereby a new moral
capacity, genuine love of neighbor, agape." "Yes," I hear
someone say, "without Christ we are sinners, but with
Christ we can and should be something more, something
more than Sinatra in his worst moments." "Certainly," I
hear someone protest, "Christians must be able to say at
least this much."
Yes, Christians must be able to say this much, but in
due time, friends, in due time. For the moment though,
we must allow our meditation to be carried by the rhythms
of the liturgical season, and we are still in the season of
Lent. Easter is not yet here; liturgically the resurrection,
with all its transformative possibilities, is an event that we
await in hope. So we must stay awhile with the thought,
difficult as it may be, that for all salvific intents and purpos-

es Frank Sinatra is not much different from the rest of us.
In this spirit, I leave you with two further thoughts-one only hinted at in my earlier remarks, the other more
fully anticipated. First, in Frank Sinatra-in his best
moments, in his moments of generosity, in his early civil
rights activity, indeed in his music-we can detect perhaps
a glimmer of that divinely created light that persists in all
of us despite the shadow cast by human corruption. To see
that light one sometimes has to look with "a saint's eye"
(Graham Greene's phrase), but a failure to see the light is
(again in Greene's words) a "failure of the imagination," a
failure rooted more than likely in a prideful unwillingness
to acknowledge the moral ambiguity that marks every
human life (130-31). Second (and here I adapt a famous
line from the old comic strip Pogo) in Frank Sinatra, in his
worst moments, in his moments of arrogance, self-indulgence and insensitivity, in those moments when he has
done things his way rather than God's way, yes, in Frank
Sinatra we have met the enemy, and he was us.
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Coming in January
In connection with VU's observation ofMLK Day 1993: "Putting the Pieces Together,"
the january Cressetwill feature articles and columns concerning issues of race and justice in American culture.
You are welcome to participate in the day-long celebration on Monday, January 18, 1993. Our observance
will begin on Sunday evening, with a worship service in the Chapel of the Resurrection. On Monday morning, the exciting Gathering of the People will process from all over campus to the Chapel, where Dr.
Manning Marable will address the community. All afternoon, focus groups will be presented, with topics
ranging from "Color Blind TV," "Us vs. Them," "English Only," "Issues in Minority Health," and
"Discrimination in Hiring" to "Native American Forms of Spirituality" and "Racism in Small-Town
America." These sessions will be led by faculty, students and guests of the university. After supper, a stirring arts and music event in the Chapel will conclude the day. The past three years have shown not only '
our need of this event, but growing awareness of its benefit for our education and sense of community in
Christ. Be a part of it!
For more information, call (219) 464-5150 or 5441 or 5114
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En-Nobeled
Charles Vandersee
It was only three weeks before he
got here that we realized he was coming: a small notice in the university's
staff newsletter. So I adjusted the syllabus; if you're conducting a poetry
class for undergraduates and worldclass Derek Walcott is en route, you
want them to read him and write
about him. It's an introductory
course; they hadn't heard of him.
I assigned his two poems in our
anthology, added three, and urged students to attend his reading. Days
passed, and they wondered: nothing
about Walcott in the student papers.
Eventually a couple of ads appeared,
very terse: name, place, time, sponsorship. No news story or background
feature. By contrast, I myself was
spending university money to have a
gaudy poster designed and printed for
a series of English Department lee-

An article in the October issue of The
World & I, by Charles Vandersee, at the
University of Virginia, identifies the chief
American values ifood, freedom, future)
and shows them as forever unchanging.
Professor Vandersee writes regularly from
Dogwood for The Cresset.
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tures-one of them scheduled, by
gross misfortune, on the day and hour
of Walcott's reading. Our scheduler
(not I) had checked for conflicts, but
the Walcott organizers hadn't revealed
their world-class secret.
A couple of days before the reading one student brought in a
Washington Post item-a culturally literate columnist guessing that Walcott
would get a Nobel Prize this year.
That speculation excited students, also
confused one or two; was a poet getting the Nobel Peace Prize? Also
arousing interest was our impromptu
examination of "Old New England,"
one of the poems I'd assigned.
Opening with Yankee clipper ships
and whales' blood, it goes on:
A white church spire whistles into space
like a swordfish, a rocket pierces heaven
as the thawed springs in icy chevrons race
down hillsides and Old Glories flail
the crosses of green farm boys back from
'Nam.

I confessed having only glanced
at it earlier, which cheered everybody.
Teacher doesn't know any more than
we do! We had a pretty good time;
they started out perceiving a connection. Walcott, who has long taught at
Boston University, apparently knows a
poem by a Bostonian, Robert Lowell,
which we'd examined, "The Quaker

Graveyard in Nantucket." There
Lowell writes about God's view of the
wars Nantucket Quakers waged on
whales, and tackles alsoWorld War II
of Lowell's own day.
By the time our class met at 2
p.m. on October 8, the news was out.
Walcott had indeed won the Nobel
Prize for Literature, and this very night
was his Dogwood reading.
Grinding my teeth at having to
miss him, I looked forward to a report.
One student stopped by the very next
day, excited about sitting in the front
row with seven or eight others from
the class. Recognizing themselves a
critical mass, they had surrounded the
new media celebrity after his reading
and questioned him for ten minutes.
A day later, several of their papers
quoted pertinent remarks, and in class
the rest of us enjoyed their animated
report. It was all quite wonderful,
except for my ground-down teeth, and
it brought to mind a similar coincidence several years ago: reading in
class another author American undergraduates had never heard of, Saul
Bellow, his novel Mr. Sammler's Planet,
at precisely the time Bellow got his
Nobel.
Both writers deserve the ultimate
prize, because they make you see what
can be done today beyond the ordinary. Behind this statement is the conviction that what we do, in reading all
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writing, is to see what can be done in
writing, "we" being the professional
reader. I ventured into this subject a
few years ago, writing you on Russell
Banks's novel Continental Drift.
While we read for enlightenment, and we read to be moved, even
in prose, in the most ordinary prose,
in prose as bald as Sinead O'Connor,
we read curious to see what the possibilities are. Too tiny for the camera,
might there be on her head, Sinead's
small bright head, a wart, or a beauty
spot, or a tiny trapdoor leading to a
three-inch shaft with a rosary bead at
the bottom? On this principle of possibility, one looks at the latest bland
memo from the chief (your particular
chief, in your own tribe): Isn't there
some nuance, some shrewd understatement or omission? Every memo
these days is austere enough to sidle
past the censor (your tribe's own particular censor), past all would-be litigants, and past even the future
historian whose hot mean breath is
already felt
But if every ordinary text is full of
possibilities, we really want to see what
the special texts are up to. In the case
of Walcott, take the poem "Sainte
Lucie": about his native small "sunbleached" Caribbean island and especially the ordinary people who labor
there, and talk and remember. For a
contemporary poet, place of origin is
the obligatory topic: that all-important
ambience you can't escape belonging
to. You feel you have to write about it.
It summons you; it's Richard Hugo 's
outlying streets of Seattle, Philip
Levine's factory Detroit, Rita Dove's
workers' cottages of Akron.
Since Walcott's native turf is
inherently exotic, he need only
describe the scene and throw in a few
memories. That alone would be effective. But not really. The poem as documentary
interests
us
only
momentarily:
"Uh oh, National
Geographic." A realized poem about
Sainte Lucie needs other stuff besides
tropical color, engaging patois, and
postcolonial cultural tensions.
Walcott provides these. The very
short opening section of "Sainte
Lucie " is titled "The Villages," then
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there's an untitled section with fragments of childhood incidents and
emotions , foods and people. The
third section is entirely in Creole
French (a song "heard on the back of
an open truck"), and a fourth section
presents that Creole section in
English: a woman and her rambling
men. Concluding the poem is a section "For the Altarpiece of the Roseau
Valley Church, St. Lucia," rich with
lives and losses outside the church
walls. Ambitious threads here, and
strong weave.
As the island of Sainte Lucie has
several villages, the town of Dogwood,
Virginia, has its own distinct neighborhoods. It happens that in our town
cocaine dealers exploit some of the
neighborhoods, using dark street corners for trafficking, while a few blocks
away a luxury apartment building
might gaze, oblivious, at the Blue
Ridge Mountains. Citizens band
together to march through threatened
neighborhoods late at night on weekends, in spirited annoyance and
surveillance, a modern harrowing of
hell. The other night, driving home, I
encountered one such file of
marchers. Boulevard traffic was halted
by two mounted police, as marchers
filed from one neighborhood to
another, and the image of silent horses, silent traffic, and silent citizens clad
in all manner of cold-weather dress
seemed to me something one could
"work up" for a poem about Dogwood
in our time.
As to the speech of Dogwood,
well, we haven't the lively dialect
French so useful to Walcott, yet nearly
a bilingual patois at times, here in the
rural South. You can sit outdoors at a
downtown cafe and overhear passersby of various ages and occupations saying to each other what people say to
each other and not to university types.
You can go to public hearings on civic
projects, and hear African American
homeowners, worried about gentrification and rising taxes, expressing themselves very pungently. In a poem
making a permanent verbal fabric out
of a particular place, you want these
voices besides your own-this is what
Walcott vigorously demonstrates.

As for Walcott's altarpiece, that
section calls to mind a possibility that
Anglo poets deny themselves in our
time: use of religious sites and objects.
Some of the truly interesting interior
spaces in Dogwood are generally
unknown, being in churches: the
Spanish flavor of Holy Comforter, the
down town Roman Catholic parish; the
university Presbyterian church with its
freestanding chancel organ, one single
huge ornament in an otherwise plain
Calvinist dwelling-place.
So in "doing" your own town or
neighborhood, you'd move far beyond
your own personal impressions, your
own little bit of personal history connected with the place. Your own stuff
produces just an old T-shirt poem.
You'd try various designs, gather various materials, see how certain juxtapositions do or don't work, keeping in
mind that what's postmodern isn't
necessarily posterity-friendly. Walcott,
rare among writers today, has a passion for rhyme, the ones in a poem
called "Summer Elegies" being particularly inventive: California, phonier,
ammonia, only a-, lonelier, paraphernalia, Sony a . Reading Walcott, you
see him getting fabrics in shops and
stores new to you, and you therefore
examine anew the shops in your own
domain.
But isn't this all very strange, this
tedious and detailed reaction to one
single poem? A reaction not in terms
of how it might "move" or "enlighten"
a person, or how it expresses "literary
history" or "archetypal" stuff, but
instead how it helps me see what I
myself might write, and how I might
proceed. Here's where I always lose
most novice readers, despite my
attempts at cleverness, subterfuge, and
repetition. Most of them come to a
poem to see what it reminds them of
in their own single lives, not in their
community or world: what personal
feelings they have, that the poet sort of
knew about. Solipsism is all. Even at
the end of the semester, when you
hope they've tried to get inside the
poet's own aims, his own forays into
resources, they typically respond in
terms of the instant feelings obtained
on one quick reading.
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These are bizarre and inexplicable situations: both the students' and
mine. John Donne in one of his love
poems observes: "We loved well and
faithfully, I Yet knew not what we
loved, nor why." Something of the
same is true for a teacher of poetry
and the poetry itself; who knows why
certain people take enormous pleasure
in this craft of careful writing, and the
analysis of such craft? "0 craft," says
Walcott in "Eulogy to W. H. Auden,"
"that strangely chooses I one mouth to
speak for all." That itself is strange,
the capacity of the poet to say things
that many other people feel-even
though this universality is only the
Dead Sea level of achievement, where
Lynne Cheney and other retro pontificators want us to languish, moonmouthed.
Because we know only "what we
loved," not why, we have a tough time
explaining ourselves to state legislators
and other funding agencies. Teachers
of the humanities are now facing the
era of "accountability"; tell how much
time you spend doing your work, and
tell exactly what that work is.
I'm inclined to think we should
be clever enough to shift the ground.
Why not say it bluntly: If we knew why
some people like poetry, wouldn't we
also have the answer to why some people like war? That is, if we knew what
there is to know about human drives,
we'd be living in a rather different
world, with fewer "heart-mysteries" (as
Yeats put it). And quite a better world,
since mysteries are too easily romanticized as the source of much of the
savor we have in the world.
So I'm all for dispelling mysteries. New ones will always be arriving
anyway. To work toward dispelling the
mystery of why some people like what
poets do, and find it essential to their
well-being, I think the state should
keep on funding English departments,
and more abundantly. Perhaps,
though, in a sort of incentive arrangement-a bonus to the department for
every time we persuade the local TV
station to put in the evening news a
segment like thi s, from Walcott's
"Tomorrow, Tomorrow." It's about
what resolve is like-how hard it may
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be, and with outcome uncertain, for
some people to reach out beyond loving only "one horizon":
A world's outside the door, but how
upsetting
to stand by your bags on a cold step as
dawn
roses the brickwork and before you start
regretting,
your taxi's coming with one beep of its
hom,
sidling to the curb like a hearse--so you
get in.
Walcott, grandson of two white
men and two black women, does not
mention ancestry, in this poem challenging "insularity," but I can't help
thinking Walcott might be useful when
state legislators start asking English
professors to justify poetry. What if we
said to them that we're interested in
meeting with small groups of five or
six ghetto-immobilized teenagers, not
in loco parentis, not as surrogate
teachers, not as role models, but simply to read that stanza to them? In
some quiet corner.
And ask them to read to each
other, that stanza and the other two of
the poem, written by a once-marginal
man, to see if they had anything they
wanted to say afterward. Not about
the feelings they already had, but
about new and complex feelings that
they recognize as new, and perhaps
also as empowering.

From Dogwood, faithfully yours,

c.v.

Liturgy Styles of the
Rich and Famous
Maureen Jais-Mick

He (Jesus) sal down opposite the treasury
and watched the multitude putting money in lo
lhe treasury. Many rich people put in large
sums. And a poor widow came, and put in two
copper coins, which make a penny. And he
called his disciples lo him, and said lo them,
"Truly, I say lo you, this poor widow has put in
more than aU those who are contributing lo lhe
treasury. For they all contributed oul of their
abundance, but she oul of her poverty has put in
everything she had, her whole living."

Hello, said the caller. I've just
moved to Washington, D.C. and am
looking for a church. Can you tell me
where the important Lutherans go?
Scrupulously helpful, I directed him to
nearby Redeemer, the oldest Black
Lutheran congregation in the United
States. I've often wondered how they
got on; he never called back.
Yes, he was a jerk, but he taught
me something valuable: Don't get
uppity in worship. When I directed
the Worship & Liturgical Arts
Committee of our local synod and
planned synod worship and the yearly
Reformation
Celebration
at
Washington Cathedral, it was sooo
tempting to succumb to a liturgical
strain of Potomac Fever and concenThe Cressel

trate my energies on lining up prominent lay participants and noted
preachers. Famous people make for
fabulous worship, right?
My last Reformation Celebration
had, as always, two lay readers. One
was a developmentally disabled high
school student and one was the Chief
Justice of the US Supreme Court. One
worked every day for two months to
master the assigned reading. One
glanced at it before the service. Both
did beautifully. One was hugged by a
tearful mother and admiring friends;
the other was greeted by eager dignitaries and worshippers. The parable of
the widow's mite is about giving what
comes easily and giving when it hurts.
I consider myself a hard worker, but
I've never in my life come close to giving what it cost that high school reader.
How delightful to give and look
good at the same time! I love to see
my name in print with degrees and
titles attached. Am I great, or what?
Coming before God with humility has
never been a particular goal of mine.
I've planned many entrances into the
House of the Lord and they've been
anything but unpretentious. My ideal
advance into God's presence is a procession with choir, banners, bells,
incense, brightly robed clergy and lay
participants singing lustily, along with
a SRO congregation, to the accompaniment of organ, brass and percussion.
The psalms (or maybe it was
Hollywood) have taught me that this is
the way it's done. Coming into God's
presence is one thing, but coming into
the presence of other worshippers is
another matter. For whom am I doing
this, anyway? It's our personal focus
that makes us a widow or a pharisee.
I belong to professional organizations that, when they convene, often
recreate historic liturgies as worship
events. These are always educational,

Maureen Jais-Mick, a church organist
now doing other things, still worships,
though not at the golden calf of success.
She writes regularly for The Cresset on
muszc.
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sometimes edifying and occasionally
humorous. I recall participating in the
century's longest Stations of the Cross
one summer, held in an un-air conditioned church (doors and windows
closed to block noise) with participants robed to the gills in antique velvet garments that had been worn once
too often. Every time the presider
turned away from the congregation,
the lighting drew one's eyes to his
clearly defined,shiny rear end. In a
heat-induced state of euphoria, I fantasized that he was actually a street person impersonating a liturgical
dignitary.
"Liturgical dignitary." Does such
an animal exist? In a memorable sermon, I once heard that it is useless for
us to come before God bearing anything but our baptismal name. God is
not impressed by titles or academic
degrees. That statement changed my
perspective on worship. Forever after,
when I prepared service bulletins, I
omitted titles, honors and job descriptions. The Right Rev. Adam WaiteSmyth, Dean of This Cathedral
became simply Adam Waite-Smyth
(surnames included to jog God's memory and inform the faithful). If anyone objected, I offered a dual
compromise:
First, I'd include titles and job
descriptions if they would provide
information for all participants (30 40 people for a Washington Cathedral
bash): Miss Amanda C. Jones, Member of
the Developmentally Disabled Bible Class at
Trinity Lutheran, would then share a
level playing field with The &v. Dr.
Marilyn North-Brooks, Gibson Professor of
Homiletics at Luther Seminary Northsouth.
Second, after having compiled
the above, we would take the longest
title, count the number of words in it
and devise titles at least one word
longer for the three persons of the
Trinity. (Following this system,one
instinctively steers clear of the
Archbishop of Canterbury and most
Orthodox prelates.)
In other words, who's important
in worship? Does it matter that I chair
a prestigious committee, that she's a
theology professor, that he's permanently ten years old? Not in worship it

doesn't. Worship is solidly anti-social;
it doesn't buy into "real world" priorities. The widow's mite strikes again.
What we give is the thing in which we
take pride--our accomplishments.
Church musicians are always
fighting this battle with our own egos
and with others. Music is the handmaiden of the liturgy, but such a grand
one as to almost eclipse its sovereign.
We not infrequently work with clergy
who believe that music is the servant of
the liturgist- them. Music is dangerous because it's creation-it's what
artists have in common with God. Not
to be creative is to be anti-God, sacrilegious. Creation demands all of one's
energy. You can't be a "little" creative.
You either are or you aren't. You give
everything or you give nothing.
This widow is a grand model of
anti-social behavior; no realist would
give everything. I wish the story ended
with Jesus and the apostles emptying
their pockets. Unfortunately, the
apostles-twelve guys arguing over
who was the greatest among themdidn't wise up until Pentecost. You and
I are post-Pentecost, but still playing
"Who's on first?" in worship.
"Blessed are the poor in spirit,
those who mourn, the meek, those
who hunger and thirst for righteousness, the merciful, the pure in
heart. . . and widows, for they shall
provide infinite sermon illustrations."
Surely, God doesn't expect us to
be like them? That's extremely unrealistic. 0
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Tribalism or
Humanism?
Renu Juneja
Imagine a classroom on a
campus much like Valparaiso where a
professor, perhaps much like me, is
seriously engaged in introducing a
different culture to young American
students.
Imagine that we are
attempting to understand and even
validate the ways of thinking and being
of some traditional African cultures
like the Maasai and the Mandinko.
We have made a sincere effort to enter
these different worlds, to view their
cultural practices from their point of
view. Now we come to consider
polygamy and female circumcision.
How are the young American women
in my class going to respond? How
should they respond? Do we have a
right to disapprove of these practices
or must all questioning of different
norms be abandoned because it
smacks of ethnocentricism, because it

Renu Juneja teaches in the Department of
English at VU. In the coming year, she will
hold a University Research Professorship to
continue her book on culture, race and
writing in West Indian literature.
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violates the principle of respecting
others, especially non-European
cultures?
These questions are not merely
academic. As our nation moves away
from a conception of itself as a melting
pot and begins to honor the resistance
of others to melting in to a generic
American identity and their attempt to
retain and assert their own ethnic
identity, we are faced with a new
problematic in dealing with difference.
These questions are not merely
American; they are global. They
influence the work of international
organizations and policy decisions at
local, national, and international
levels.
In a recent article, Martha
Nussbaum recounts her experience as
a research advisor at an international
institute affiliated with the United
Nations working with others across
disciplines on problems connected
with development economics. She
hears two Western speakers validate
certain cultural practices in India, a
validation that raises the same kinds of
questions that I have raised in my
imaginary classroom. One speaker
refers to the practice of excluding
menstruating women from the kitchen
and the workplace (the weaver's loom)
for they are deemed "polluted" while
menstruating.
He urges the
preservation of this traditional practice
as "the embedded way of life" and also
as one free of the splitting between the
values of the home and workplace
endemic in our Western culture. The
other speaker notes with regret the
disappearance of the cult of Sittala
Devi to whom people prayed during
smallpox epidemics, the cult now
obsolete because of the smallpox
vaccination. The speaker offers this as
yet another "example of Western
neglect of difference" (203).
Nussbaum also records the disquiet of

her friend, an Indian economist, who
finds these attitudes both repellent
and dangerous (204).
I hope my examples make clear
what is at issue here for me and for
others like Nussbaum. As we embark
on a much needed quest to become
genuinely hospitable to cultural
difference, as we begin to introduce
m ul ticul tural progra-ms on our
campuses, we need to honestly
confront some of the difficulties of
cross cultural discourse and we need
to find a way (and a vocabulary) to
navigate these difficulties. And the
navigation is tricky-or at least it has
been for me. On the one hand, I want
to disassociate myself from the some of
the recent attacks on cultural
relativism which only thinly disguise
intolerance, which assert the need to
renew our knowledge of Western
culture and values but in terms that
surely imply visions of our culture's
superiority and a consequent and
continuing marginalization of those
who are different from us. On the
other hand, I also want to dissociate
myself from those who have
persuasively revealed how our
ostensibly objective judgments of
others are deeply embedded in
subjectivities shaped by our cultural
values but in doing so have totally
proscribed any assessments of value
and worth-except, of course, in the
most subjective and personal terms.
Is there any path between this
Scylla and Charybdis without
sacrificing something of value as
Odysseus did ? (If you remember
Odysseus let Scylla snatch a few of his
companions to get through.) Perhaps,
we should begin by rehearsing the
journey which has brought us to these
treacherous waters and these difficult
choices. Several forces in our recent
intellectual history are at play here.
We have questioned the triumph of
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rationality and the victories of
Enlightenment. We have discovered
the inadequacies of human reason.
Reason, we have realized, is always a
contaminated instrument; our
seemingly rational judgments mask
our irrationalities (our biases,
dispositions, assumptions). We now
understand that appeals to reason
mask ideological agendas and lead us
to label systems alien to us as
irrational. Let me offer an example
from my kind-merchants of reason
who call ourselves scholars.
Scholars working to decipher the
Mayan script failed for over a century
even when they had access to a Mayan
equivalent of a "Rosetta Stone," an
actual ABC of Mayan glyphs which had
been recorded by a missionary at the
beginning of the 16th century and had
been rediscovered in Madrid in 1862.
However, rational scholars from
Europe and America could not believe
that the Mayans had invented a
phonetic script; the scholars never
seriously studied the Mayan languages
because there were no "rational"
grounds for supposing that the Mayan
glyphs represented speech. Why?
Michael Coe theorizes in Breaking the
Maya Code that a "quasi racism" kept
us from granting to the Mayans a
civilization (and a reasoning capacity)
as complex as our own.
Human reason has also been
dethroned from its preeminence
because we have begun to recognize
the value of responding to human
experience and our world in ways
other than from a rational perspective.
I remember the excitement generated
by a book like Carol Gilligan's In A
Different Voice which showed how
women's ways of thinking and
interacting seem muddy and confused
when judged by norms of logic and
rationality privileged in our culture
but have a remarkable contextual and
emotional richness that we devalue
only at the cost of full h utnan
flourishing. Men approach moral
dilemmas much like they approach
math problems-as being susceptible
to the power of logic. Women tend to
approach moral problems through
webs of human relationships. They
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are disposed to view their world as one
of human connections rather than as
one bound by a system of rules.
Where earlier we had seen "cognitive
failures" in women, now we have
begun to see an ethic of care which
deliberately turns away from the
simple and the "reasonable" response.
Another
aspect
of
our
intellectual history lies in the insistent
devaluation of the currency of
humanism. It is a symptom of our
present day confusion that the attacks
against humanism as a cherished ideal
have come both from the right and
and the left. The right finds in the
celebration of humanism a devilish
concoction of secular attitudes which
undermines religion and unravels the
fabric of faith and moral values.
Scholars of the European Renaissance,
and I am one of them, can no longer
lecture with ease or confidence about
the tremendous breakthrough the
Renaissance represents in its
reorientation of knowledge towards
human needs and desires, and in its
unashamed proclamation of a shared
human destiny served by the
progression of human knowledge. We
have become wary because, as with
reason, we have recognized that our
notions
of universal
human
significance and universal human
values, needs and goals also mask
ethnocentric perspectives. As teachers
of literature, we can no longer go to
our classes and comfortably speak of
the universal significance of a work of
art.
Behind us are centuries of
Western imperialism and a century of
Victorian science which declared that
members of other races were
subhuman or underdeveloped by
using precisely the norms associated
with humanism. The intellectual left
dismisses appeals to human nature
and human values not only as tainted
by racism but also as flawed with
essentialist modes of thinking. Given
our remarkable and growing insights
into how culture shapes values, how
overdetermined and burdened our
minds and hearts are by the
particularities of our contexts and
traditions, it no longer seems credible

to speak of essential human attributes
shared across cultures.
Laura Bohannan, for instance,
takes Shakespeare to the Bush,
convinced of the universal appeal and
intelligibility of Shakespeare,
convinced
also
of
certain
fundamentals in human relationships
on which this universal appeal is
founded. When she tells the story to
the Tiv in West Africa, their response
is unnerving. Hamlet's disgust (and
ours) at his mother's hasty and
incestuous marriage is swept away
because Bohannan's audience is
convinced that Claudius and Gertrude
have behaved well-the younger
brother should marry the elder's
widow and thus become a real father
to her children. The Tiv cannot
accept that Hamlet has any right to kill
Claudius, for it is horrible for a man to
raise his hand against his father's
brother, even when this uncle has
murdered the father. They believe
that Hamlet's madness is caused by
witchcraft and are convinced that
Ophelia could not have drowned by
herself but that her death too must be
caused by witchcraft and for them the
most logical suspect for Ophelia's
death is her brother, Laertes.
Bohannan is reprimanded and told to
ask the elders about the story because
she has obviously got it all wrong; the
elders in England have not told her
the real meaning of the story. With
great irony, Bohannan reports their
conclusion: "We believe you when you
say your marriage customs are
different, or your clothes and
weapons. But people are the same
everywhere" (246). The events in
Hamlet could not possibly have the
meaning Bohannan has assigned to
them.
Let us go back to my imaginary
classroom which, I must now confess,
represents a recent experience in a
real classroom. As we talked about the
African practices of polygamy and
female circumcision, I found that we
responded very differently to polygamy
than to female circumcision. Of
course, on one level, both of these
cultural practices called for a similar
response: both of these could be
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understood and defended in terms of
the internal integrity of a particular
culture, those embedded ways of
feeling which even from our view
point have much coherence and value,
and which certainly demand our
respect precisely because they belong
to a different culture. But while we
could respond to polygamy in this way,
we could not do so for female
circumcision. In our reading, students
could find no evidence that polygamy
at its best (when we discounted the
kinds of problems that are endemic to
all relationships) interfered with the
full, human flourishing of the wives.
They found the notion personally very
distasteful but saw this as cultural
conditioning. They saw that the many
wives could indeed be close friends,
could even JOin together in
circumventing the authority of the
male, could relish the freedom from
constant preoccupation with sex and
intimacy with the male, could find
support systems for the difficult tasks
of housework, field work, market place
activity, and child rearing, could
indeed enjoy many of the benefits of a
communal way of living. Perhaps they
lost something but they also gained
much.
The response
to female
circumcision was different. Initially, in
fact, I found my students reluctant to
talk. As we forced ourselves to talk, it
was clear that this particular practice
involved real pain and a real
deprivation of the kind we had not
found in polygamy. From what
perspective could we assess and
evaluate? How were we to avoid being
sucked up by Charybdis or swallowed
by Scylla? As it happens, we had some
room to negotiate. We had seen a film
made by a young African woman
which directed the emotional and
intellectual apparatus of the film
squarely against the practice. It
seemed legitimate to follow the
questioning that came from within the
cultural system.
I say seemed because we might
have reservations about the legitimacy
of even this kind of criticism since it
obviously comes from sections of
society which are westernized, where
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ideas have changed through con tact
with the West. It is possible to regret
this change as a
form
of
contamination, as a terrible legacy of
colonialism and neo-imperialism and
the continuing hegemony of the West.
But it might also be possible to think
of this contamination as evidence of
our interconnected world where our
present day cultures are bound
together through a variety of
institutions, through our shared
histories. These histories have been
painful for some of us, but they are
our histories now and cannot be
disavowed and the consequent
interconnections
must
be
acknowledged.
When the women in my class
were ready to render judgment on
female circumcision, they found
themselves speaking as women,
members of the same sex as African
women, and also, this is how they saw
themselves, as members of the same
race-the human race. In what ways is
it still possible to speak of a human
race, or of essential human feelings
and attributes that stretch across all of
humanity?
Martha
Nussbaum,
when
confronted by the same problem, has
defended an Aristotelian kind of
essentialism which makes it possible,
even today, to speak of some essential
attributes of human beings . Her
conception of what may be deemed
universally human begins from two
facts: "first, that we do recognize
others as human across many divisions
of time and place. Whatever the
differences we encounter, we are
rarely in doubt as to when we are
dealing with a human being and when
we are not ... Second, we do have a
broadly shared general consensus
about the features whose absence
means the end of a human form of
life" (215). Her list of human
attributes is defined in terms of human
limitations and capabilities. We are
mortal; our bodies, however culturally
varied our experience of our bodies,
give us certain needs (for food and
drink, shelter, sex, mobility) and also
some possibilities. As humans we
share capacities for pleasure, cognitive

capability, and practical reason. We
recognize needs for affiliation with
other human beings, as also we
recognize our separateness. We
recognize our relatedness to other
species, and our need for humor and
play.
From this, according to
Nussbaum, we can achieve consent on
those thresholds beneath which "a life
would be so impoverished that it
would not be human at all, and a
somewhat higher threshold, beneath
which those characteristic functions
are available in such a reduced way
that although we may judge the form
of life a human one, we will not think
ofitagood human life" (221).
It is in these terms that we should
be able to critique ways of life even
when they don't belong to our own
culture.
Cultural and political
practices which diminish what
Nussbaum calls "basic human
functional capabilities" can certainly
be subject to questioning. Does a
particular cultural practice cause
premature death (or death before a
point where life is so reduced as not to
be worth living)? Does a social
structure deny some human beings
within it (whether women or other
outcasts) access to reasonable good
health, to adequate shelter, to
adequate
nourishment,
to
opportunities for sexual satisfaction?
Does it severely limit freedom of
movement for some sections of its
society? Are there cultural practices
that inflict unnecessary pain? Are
some people within a culture severely
restricted in the pleasurable
experiences they can have access to?
Are human beings allowed to use their
five senses, to imagine, to think and to
reason? Is the capacity for human
attachment allowed to flourish? Are
there any sections of society who are
deprived the opportunity to love, to
grieve, to feel longing or gratitude?
I need not repeat Nussbaum's
full list of basic human functional
capabilities to suggest the terms by
which we can move beyond a
dangerous cultural relativism to ask
that humans in all cultures have the
possibility to live an essentially good
The Cresset

human life-a life where the basic
human attributes are allowed sufficient
play so that, by standards based on
essentials of human nature, the life
being lived can still qualifY as a good
human life. It is in these terms that we
can respond to cultural practices like
the rejection of menstruating women
as polluting home and work place; the
practice of sati and of female
circumcision; or, coming now to our
own culture, the denial of comfort and
treatment to patients suffering from
AIDS; and the condemnation of large
sections of our population to lives of
deprivation and violence because we
have failed to deal with social and
economic structures that perpetuate
racism.
The current insistence among
many multiculturalists that cultural
differences defy scrutiny and
comparison ends up making nonsense
of the experience of a whole host of us
who have crossed cultures and formed
intimate relationships with the Other,
who have loved husbands or wives of
other races, argued and laughed with
friends from different ethnic groups.
There is a variety of multiculturalism
that sets out to make this
interconnection possible by increasing
contact and understanding among
people of different cultures. But often
the superficiality of the exposure and
the sentimentality of the response
ends up, ironically, once again
reducing people of other cultures to
stereotypes: Africans are communal;
Indians are spiritual. We have now a
new version of fetishistic attitudes to
those who are different: a fetishistic
regard for their customs and folklore
and traditions which accompanies a
failure to recognize that the traditions
of others shift and change, that they
too are complex, not monolithic. We
tend tooperate as though traditional
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beliefs were fixed, thogh in fact beliefs
are always in flux. We fail to
acknowledge that traditions of others
can also be flawed in the way that the
humans who make them are flawed.
Multiculturalism also has a way of
reducing others to a new kind of
passivity-a passivity stemming from
notions of culture overdetermining
people within its framework. Humans
are not zombies; even when enacting
culturally coded patterns of behavior,
they still retain a fair degree of
practical rationality. Human reason
still aids us in making difficult choices.
And while the will may not be totally
free it is also not completely unfree.
One of the dangers of the new
multiculturalism is that it tends to
conceive of individuals as mere
elements of the larger collectivity, and
allows them little potential for selfdirection or for shaping societies
within which they live.
So, let us put behind us the
pseudo universalism that masked
Eurocentric perspectives. But let us
also reject an unthinking veneration of
tradition. As ethnic hostilities erupt
around the world, humanism may not
be such a bad cause after all. All too
often, political exploitation of
difference has fanned these fires. In
many new nations, fragmentation of
identities is a way to gain political
power as it is here in the United States.
Ethnic consciousness can be divisive; it
can be combustible. Ethnic pride can
slide very easily into ethnic
chauvinism. When we so readily and
often unthinkingly affirm group
identity, we fail to recognize the
consequences that will ensue when
group identity grows stronger than a
sense of citizenship in a common
community-especially the one
community we all share.
Multiculturalism has arrived and

it brings its own share of problems. As
a closet humanist, I remain convinced
that we will need to rediscover
humanism to deal with these
problems. In the meanwhile, I take
heart from Mr. Barry who has just
returned from japan and described his
encounter with an alien culture in
Dave Barry Does japan. The people are
naked in communal baths, the standup comics sit on pillows. "My most
important finding," Barry tells us,
"does not involve the difference
between us and Japan; it involves the
similarities. Because despite the gulf,
physical and cultural , between the
United States and Japan, both societies
are, in the end, made up of people,
and people everywhere-when you
strip
away
their
superficial
differences-are crazy."
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